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To the never-say-die spirit of Srilaaji …
 and to our uncrushable courage as women.
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Srilaaji’s Fantasy


I am twelve years old and lying naked on my large four poster bed, with three pillows between my thighs. I am making love to the pillows. But in a gentle, unhurried way. There is an enormous painting of an English Duke on the wall opposite my bed. He is astride a horse with an enormous erection. The Duke is staring fixedly at me—as if encouraging me to go ahead and reach an orgasm. I keep trying, adjusting the pillows, altering my position—nothing works! I almost get there—and phut! It’s back to base. The Duke laughs derisively, gets off his horse and walks to the bed, his blue eyes shining, his white teeth gleaming. His rider’s crop whistles as he cracks it across my bare buttocks. I squeeze the pillows harder and harder … still nothing happens. The Duke lifts me up and throws me onto the saddle. The horse snorts and gets up on his hind legs. The Duke looks at me quizzically, but I shake my head vehemently and say, ‘Nooooooo!’ The Duke dismounts and starts caressing the horse … I watch them intently. I no longer need to squeeze the pillows.






VIRGIN


I touched my thighs and they were sticky. I wanted to rush to the bathroom immediately, but that would not have been possible just then. It was Bijoya Dashmi, and the married ladies had just finished playing ‘sindoor khela’ in our Bengali neighbour’s marble courtyard with other married ladies from the family, and a few friends. I had wanted to join the ladies, but Buaji said sternly, ‘You are a virgin … you cannot play this game.’


I didn’t know the meaning of ‘virgin’—I was eleven years old.


‘What is a virgin?’ I asked Buaji, staring at her many beautiful bangles and rings, as she reached for a heavy silver thali and deftly arranged the mithai.


‘All of this is made in our kitchen …’ she mentioned with pride. ‘No bazaar mithai in this house … at least, so long as I am alive.’


At other times, the aroma of fresh ghee would have drawn me to the ladoos, especially to the besan ones with kishmish. But today, I was waiting for her to answer my question.


I noticed she was avoiding looking directly at me. So I repeated, ‘Buaji … what is a virgin? How do you know I am a virgin? I want to play with all the maasis and have sindoor on my face.’ Buaji held my chin and brought her own face very close to mine. ‘A virgin is a pure girl … untouched. Intact. Poori-poori. You understand? You stop being a virgin only after you get married. Those ladies are married. They are not virgins. Only married ladies can cover each other with sindoor. If you do that, Ma Durga will get very angry and punish you.’


The stickiness between my thighs had turned into a trickle. I wasn’t sure whether I had urinated by mistake. My eyes searched the large room. I was looking for my mother. As usual, she was not there.


Calling out to Chumkididi was not an option. She was the elderly maid servant who looked after me and her presence inside the family function at that moment was not required. I was now of the age when the elders felt I could look after myself in adult company without a maid standing by in attendance. Well, they were wrong. I needed Chumkididi all the time. She slept in my room at night. And even in the afternoons during my summer holidays. I wanted her to take me to the bathroom right now. How could I get up? There would be a wet patch on my clothes—the new ones I had been given a few hours ago. My mother would be most upset if a brand new set of clothes was ruined. I stayed put without moving. I refused to drink water or sip fruit juice, too afraid that more urine would come pouring out of my body without my having the slightest control over it. Oh God! What if the carpet and white gaddi I was seated on, also got damp?


Then, everybody would know something was wrong.


Buaji had moved away from me to look after the guests, some of whom had finished playing at our neighbour’s and came over for nashta. The Bengali ones. In our home, we were very conscious of who was a Bengali-speaking Marwari, and who, the Bengali-speaking Bengali. Buaji would often say, ‘Our women are different. They know how to behave themselves with men. But not those Bengali women—see how they are in the company of their husband’s friends! Shamelessly flirting, making eyes, dropping their pallus, rolling their tongues inside their mouths in that way which men understand.’


Buaji had been monitoring the sindoor khela very closely for signs of bad behavior. This year there were more women than usual. Most were dressed in traditional, red-bordered white cotton sarees. They were dancing to a modernised version of Rabindra Sangeet and applying sindoor to each other’s faces, making sure to fill the parting in the hair with a fistful of the vermilion. I was attracted to the colour. The women seemed to be having so much fun. But Buaji had said this game was not for me. Because I was a virgin. Without knowing I was a virgin.


I spotted Chumkididi carrying a large silver tray with silver bowls filled with badam-pistas. I called out to her, but she didn’t hear because of the loud music. On any other day but this one, I would have got up and run towards her. But I dared not get up. My cousin Urmila came and sat down next to me. I shifted on the white gaddi to make place for her. And that’s when I saw the stains, and let out a small cry. Nobody heard my cry, either. The music was deafening, and I could hear conch shells being blown to honour Ma Durga, and bid her a fitting goodbye as she made her way back to her celestial marital home in Mount Kailash, after briefly visiting her maternal family members on earth. I nudged Urmila urgently and pointed to the stain. Urmila was fourteen years old. She screamed, which startled me.


I asked, ‘Am I going to die?’


And she laughed. I felt small and hurt, but Urmila continued to laugh. She ran off looking for Buaji, leaving me to sit miserably by myself, head lowered, and tears streaming down my flushed cheeks. When I looked up, I saw Chumkididi rushing towards me with a worried face. Right behind her was Buaji, who was quietly but firmly asking someone to summon my mother from wherever she was. So my fears were accurate—I was dying. Or else, why would my mother come to see me?


Buaji asked Chumkididi to go to her bedroom upstairs and bring down a few towels and a couple of bedsheets. Buaji kept her voice low and issued instructions in a near whisper, saying she didn’t want anybody to notice what had happened. I was confused. My stomach had started to cramp. I had doubled up in pain and was feeling miserable. I was sure I was going to faint. Before dying. Maybe Buaji didn’t want me to die in front of everybody and spoil the festival. She told me not to move till Chumkididi returned.


I started whimpering and asking for Ma. Buaji said shortly, ‘She must be busy.’


I howled, ‘I am dying … I know I am dying … I need Ma.’


Buaji placed a finger on her lips and said, ‘You are not dying Srilaa. You have become a woman.’ What? How was that even possible? I was just eleven years old.


~


The room was cool and fragrant. I was on Buaji’s soft double mattress, under an even softer razai. I loved being in Buaji’s huge room, with a silver mandir in one corner, and beautiful, heavy curtains which were rarely drawn. Buaji’s room was permanently dark, and lit by her ornate bedside lamp. There was a deep red Kashmiri carpet on the polished marble floor. And heavy, teak wood almirahs lined the ivory-coloured walls. The almirahs were always locked. Buaji kept a bunch of keys tucked into her saree petticoat. She slept with them anchored there as well.


I was not alone in the room. Chumkididi was sitting on the carpet, watching over me. I asked her what had happened to me, but she did not explain. I felt weak and was conscious of a thickish stuffing between my legs. I touched it suspiciously and withdrew my hand like I had received an electric shock.


‘What is that thing?’ I asked Chumkididi, who replied, ‘It is to keep you clean, since from now on you will be unclean for five days of the month.’


Unclean? ‘Where is Ma?’ Chumkididi sighed and shrugged, ‘She will be here soon … try to sleep. You need rest.’


‘Am I sick?’ I asked worriedly.


‘Not exactly … but from now on, you will have to be more careful … about everything. It’s Ma Durga’s boon that this happened to you on such a good day. Other girls are not so lucky.’ Nothing was making any sense. I was lucky to be unclean and sick? ‘Madamji will explain everything,’ Chumkididi said, turning her face away.


My mother was called ‘Madamji’ by the staff. Only my mother. All the other ladies of her generation in our family were addressed as ‘Bhabhiji’. Then there was Buaji. Who was called Buaji by all.


My legs felt like jelly. One side of my head was throbbing. And I had started to sweat, even though Buaji’s room was cool (it never saw sunlight). Chumkididi was humming to herself and patting my feet absently, like she used to when I was a toddler, sleeping on her wide, comfortable lap.


‘What is that thing between my legs?’ I asked.


‘It is something women use every month when they bleed. You will get used to it. I will show you how to clean yourself and how to wear that thing. Make sure nobody sees it. Change it four or five times a day. Hide it carefully from the male servants. Don’t let anybody find it in the bathroom. And if you find blood stains on your knickers, rinse immediately. Don’t worry, I will teach you how to protect yourself. Especially from men. What more can I tell you? It is every woman’s curse. Now you are a woman, too. You will have to live with this monthly curse. Didn’t Madamji explain all this to you?’


I was bleeding, Chumkididi had said. But I was not injured. Where was the blood coming from then? Why? Maybe Ma was delayed because she had gone to fetch our family doctor who would stop the bleeding. Maybe I was suffering from something fatal. Maybe I was dying.


As soon as I saw Chumkididi springing to her feet and straightening up, I knew Ma had entered the first door that led to Buaji’s dressing area. I was right. Ma walked in briskly and looked at me in silence. She turned to Chumkididi and instructed her to bring tea. For some reason, I was feeling guilty. As if I had let Ma down in some way. She placed her delicate and beautiful hand with those tapering fingers over mine, and squeezed it.


‘Darling!’ she exclaimed cheerfully. ‘Welcome to the club!’ I laughed nervously, not sure which club she was welcoming me to. She checked her image in the large mirror over Buaji’s dressing table and sighed, ‘Thank God, I missed all the drama. And that horrible sindoor khela. Next they’ll expect me to participate in the dhunuchi performance and dance with those paunchy men in dhotis.’ She still hadn’t told me which club I now belonged to.


It was okay. So long as she and I were together in the same club. She raised my razai and stared at my legs for a long time, as if she was searching for some clues. Then she said, ‘I suppose I have to explain periods and all that boring stuff to you, now that you have started menstruating. Gosh! Rather too early, don’t you think?’


I asked nervously, ‘When is the doctor coming to make me stop bleeding?’


Ma laughed, ‘You silly girl … you really don’t know a thing, do you? Oh dear … okay, let’s start with where the blood comes from …’ And that was my first and only conversation on the subject with Ma. Whatever else I needed to discover about monthly periods was done through mixed up conversations with Chumkididi. And later, with my class teacher, who informed me I was the first girl in my batch to get my ‘chums’. She made it sound like it was all my fault.


Perhaps I was a freak? Would I be treated differently by the other girls once they found out? Would they stop playing with me? How come they were normal while I had become a ‘woman’ overnight? An eleven-year-old woman, whose tiny breasts had started to grow? Whose nipples had darkened, hardened and were sore to the touch? Whose hips had begun to widen? I was no longer me. I wanted to go back to that older me. I hated my new body. I hated bleeding every month. I hated the tension before my periods started. I hated wearing bulky sanitary pads. I hated waking up frequently at night to check whether I had stained the bedsheet with that peculiar coloured blood that oozed and oozed.


When I looked at myself in the bathroom mirror, I didn’t like the pubic patch that had started to get thicker and thicker. I wanted to get rid of it somehow. But when I asked Chumkididi, she hid her face in her saree pallu and said, ‘Chhhheee! What sort of questions you ask.’


I tried asking Ma once, but she had her manicurist over and was upset with the nail colour which she kept repeating was not ‘pearly enough’. She had looked up distractedly to say, ‘Oh, that! Darling you are too young for a Brazilian.’ What had Brazil got to do with my pubic hair? Anyway, since the breasts were also growing, I would soon need bras. I loved the lace ones Ma always wore. I liked prying into her lingerie drawer.


Sometimes I would stumble upon crumpled notes, dried flowers, but my fascination was towards her pretty bras, especially the black ones. Ma looked her best before she got fully dressed. She would let me watch her as she lavished body oils, lotions and fragrances all over.


I once asked her, ‘Why do you spray your armpits? Do people ask you to raise your arms and smell you there?’


Ma had replied breezily, ‘Darling, you ask very awkward questions. When you get older I will explain feminine rituals to you.’ And off she’d gone, a blur of French chiffon, a trail of French perfume … her hair coiffed to perfection, Basra pearls at her throat, diamond clips on her earlobes, her favourite Patek Phillipe watch on her wrist … and the multiple rings she frequently changed, gleaming on her slim fingers. But clad in her black bra and black lace panties, her feet shod in silk bedroom slippers, Ma resembled a painting, her face fresh and minus make-up, her skin radiant, her eyes dreamy. Ma was always lost in her own world. I had no access to her mysterious life outside our family home. I accepted Ma just as she was—aloof, disdainful, beautiful. And absent. Mainly, absent.


Buaji was different. She used to tell me it’s okay if Ma was not around, so long as I had her and the others. ‘Your Ma has her own life …’ she would say shortly, and change the subject. ‘Ask me if you need anything. Chumki is always there to take care of you.’


I didn’t want Buaji or Chumkididi, I wanted my Ma. I worshipped her! Oh yes, I also liked my father, the little I saw of him. He was called Babuji by everybody, and he was always busy. Ma and Babuji slept on different floors. My room was next to Buaji’s, on the same floor as Ma’s. All of us ate together on Babuji’s floor which was below ours. This was because Babuji liked to be closer to the ground floor and next to the large kitchen. Why closer to the ground floor? That’s where his personal staff stayed. He could keep an eye on the durwan and the main gate far better from his bedroom window, and he liked to wake up to the sounds of his seven cars being washed by the cleaners.


I hardly met Babuji, but whenever I did run into him, he would pat my head affectionately and say, ‘Do your studies properly … listen to your Buaji.’ Sometimes he would look surprised and exclaim, ‘Oh … you have grown taller!’ as if he had expected me to stay no higher than his knees my entire life. Those days, when I was four or five, Babuji would lift me up, laugh and say, ‘You are my laadli … my rajkumari …’ I would be overjoyed and rush to tell Chumkididi I had met my father.


I really wasn’t sure if I wanted to become a ‘woman’. I was not ready for it. Nothing about ‘becoming a woman’ sounded attractive to me. Become a woman—for what? The women around me were okay-okay. Not happy, not sad. I was not even a proper teenager yet, and I was already being told I had to become a woman. Made no sense. Just because I was bleeding. What difference did it make? I tried asking Buaji. She explained it was a very big thing. How?


‘From now on, the world will see you differently, treat you differently. You will have to be extra cautious. Stay away from men.’ Chumkididi had also said the same thing.


What did Buaji mean by asking me to stay away from men? ‘All men? Even Babuji and my favourite Prateek bhaiya?’


Buaji paused and answered carefully, ‘No, not Babuji … but the others … especially drivers, gardeners and servants. Prateek bhaiya is a part of our family. He is okay. But make sure to take Chumki with you if you go to his home. Now that you are a big girl, you should stay away from strange men generally.’


I stared at her and she knew I was puzzled by her talk about staying away from men. She changed the subject and asked me how much I had scored in Math—my favourite subject.


‘It is a good thing you understand numbers. Babuji could do with some help later. Had he had a son, things would have been different. But your Ma …’


Buaji trailed off. Chumki told me later Ma had had a very difficult pregnancy when she was carrying me. She had nearly died. After my birth, she was weak and bedridden for months. Ma could not breastfeed me, and Buaji had hired two wet nurses when she realised Ma was not producing sufficient milk. Babuji had felt disappointed I was not a son, and made his displeasure known to Ma. Ma had started to believe it was all her fault for not producing a male child. Advised by the family doctor not to undergo another pregnancy, Ma decided to stay in the room where she had given birth to me. Buaji had said firmly, ‘In our family, bahus do not give birth in hospitals in front of preying eyes.’


That’s how the separate floors, separate rooms arrangement had started. And that’s how it stayed.


I rarely visited my father in his room. It was not encouraged by Buaji. ‘Babuji is a very busy man. No need to distract him,’ she’d say, when I was ready to run straight in and show him my report card.


‘I will tell him how well his laadli is doing in school … now, go wash your hands.’ I was constantly washing my hands as a young girl. Every adult member of our household would instruct me to wash my hands the minute they spotted me. My hands were not that dirty! At least not all the time.


Buaji was obsessed with cleanliness. She used her time in the long afternoons once lunch was done, to open one or two cupboards and sort out the contents, dusting even when there was no dirt. Chumkididi was her eager and able assistant, even if she complained of a backache after each clean up. Buaji would go looking for dirt all over the house. But she left Ma’s chambers alone. I used to ask her why she didn’t clean Ma’s rooms. She’d say vaguely, ‘Our timings don’t match.’ I wondered about Ma’s timings. I asked Buaji where Ma went every day. She told me, ‘Your mother does social work.’ Buaji did not specify what sort of work.


When I asked Chumkididi, she said Ma worked in a very crowded area of Kolkata—what is called a bustee. She helped widows earn a living by stitching clothes, embroidering tablecloths and crocheting pretty doilies. I was very impressed when I heard that. I asked Ma whether I could come with her when she visited poor people in bustees.


She looked surprised, arched her right eyebrow and laughed her tinkling laugh. ‘Who told you I go to bustees to meet poor people?’


‘You don’t? Then where do you go?’ Ma thought for a bit and said, ‘I go to the Blind School to teach sightless people how to read and write.’ I tried to visualise Ma helping blind children to read and write. I had eyes. I could see. But she never taught me how to read and write—it would have been so much easier. I kept quiet and told her solemnly I would come one day to meet her blind pupils. She smiled her sweet smile and kissed my forehead. I refused to let Chumkididi remove the trace of lipstick her mouth had left near my hairline.


~


A distant aunt from Kanpur was staying with us for a few days. Nobody liked this nosy woman who asked the price of everything. I saw her staring at me during dinner. She was staring pointedly at my chest. I had budding breasts but I was not old enough to wear a bra. Her looking at me that way, made me self-conscious and I kept my arms crossed across my breasts, hoping she would look away.


Finally, she asked Buaji, between mouthfuls of hing kachori, ‘How old is our Srilaa now? Old enough …?’


Buaji offered her sweetened lassi with a thick layer of fresh malai. ‘Old enough for what exactly?’


The aunt responded, ‘She has matured since I last saw her. I can tell from the way her body is developing,’ gesturing, her hands waving and flapping in front of her own heaving bosom.


Buaji was conscious of the maharaj standing close enough to the table to overhear and see the aunt’s hands clearly. ‘Maharaj,’ she said firmly, ‘please go to the kitchen and get fresh kachoris.’


The kitchen was on another floor. He’d take about eight minutes to return. She asked me whether I wanted to go to my room and finish my homework. I protested saying I wanted fresh kachoris, too.


The aunt chortled, ‘Let her stay … after all we are discussing her future.’ Buaji tried to shush her, but the aunt would have none of it. Turning to me she said, ‘I have seen a very nice rishta for you … he’s a good boy from a decent family in Raipur. Next year, he will complete his education. The year after that, he wants to settle down with a girl from an equally well-placed family. Your Babuji is in steel. His family is in minerals. You will be very well looked after. Only son!’


Buaji was staring at me intensely, as if to gauge my reaction. I looked stonily at my thali and wondered why the kachoris were taking time. Buaji asked what had happened to the maharaj … had he suffered a stroke on the way to the kitchen?


The aunt continued, ‘I told you what a fine family it is—the pride of Raipur. They have built a school, hospital and temple. All they wanted was a bahu from a known family. And why tell lies? They want a fair girl. Very fair. Like you. Your complexion is what they are looking for in their bahu. You will live in the lap of luxury, my dear. You will be treated like a maharani, nothing less. How many servants do you want? Ten? This family will give you twenty. Bas. No dowry, nothing.’


I said, ‘Where is my kachori? I want kachori.’ And burst into tears. Not muffled sobs, but noisy tears. Buaji got up from her chair and came towards me. She touched my upper arm lightly and gave it a slight shove. ‘Go and wash your hands … I will send the kachoris to your room with Chumki. Go!’ I rushed from the long and grandly decorated dining table, with silver thalis and glasses and katoris gleaming under the large central chandelier. Suddenly, a room I always loved for its space and bright lights, had shrunk and turned dingy. I felt there were snakes crawling under the table and rats scurrying around, while raucous crows had the temerity to fly in from the balcony and help themselves to the half-eaten, cold, stale kachoris strewn all over the starched lace, hand-embroidered table cloth.


When I entered my bathroom, I was shivering even though it was the height of summer, and my teeth were chattering. Just the way they used to when I was three or four years old, and had wet my bed but was too scared to wake up Chumkididi. She would inform Buaji the next morning, and I would be reprimanded for behaving like a baby. Well, I was a baby. Still. I didn’t want to grow up. Grow older. Grow breasts. Bleed. I was not done being a child. Why were they all after me to become a ‘woman’? I didn’t want to meet this boy from Raipur or any other boy. I didn’t want to leave my home. What rubbish was that horrible woman talking! Rubbish!


I caught sight of my face in the bathroom mirror. I was bent over the basin doing what I was instructed to do non-stop—wash my hands. I looked closely at my face. That aunt said I was fair. Very fair. What did that mean? I stared at the skin on the inside of my arms, just below my armpits. I could see thread-like, spidery veins just under the surface, over the muscle. I looked at my feet—I had curled my toes, just like I used to when I was two and could not hold my urine any longer. What are these people talking about? Are they mad? Bahu—me? I don’t ever want to get married. Ever. I want to stay a child. I will speak to Buaji when she’s free.


That talk didn’t really go the way I wanted. When I met her, she was busy with the kitchen staff, planning what to serve for Babuji’s annual Diwali party for his friends and customers. Ma used to attend the dinner, but not participate as such. Sometimes she would have a headache and stay in bed. Sometimes she would leave for her social work just before the guests arrived. It was always left to Buaji to do everything. I would, of course, be given five sets of new clothes—one, for each day of Diwali. Chumkididi would be most excited to dress me up, fussing over each tiny detail. The jewellery for each occasion would be selected by Buaji, carefully removed from the gigantic tijori on our floor, placed in satin pouches resting on an old silver thali, carried by a trusted family retainer to my room, with Buaji bustling behind him, keeping an eagle eye on his every step and move.


Buaji was in the store room, when I agitatedly asked to speak to her. She turned around calmly and said, ‘Later … not now.’ The ‘later’ came a week later. By then I had half-forgotten what I wanted to say. So, in a silly rush, I blurted out, ‘I never want to get married! I hate men.’


She smiled, called me closer, and buried my face in her ample bosom. ‘Have a laddoo. Freshly made. Your favourite … besan. I personally sat with the servants when they were adding ghee to the kadhai. Come on … what is there to cry? Who is getting you married tomorrow morning? Nobody! But remember, in our community, the good boys are taken by the time they are eighteen. And good girls are booked when they come of age. You have come of age now … if we agree to the alliance, I am sure the boy’s family will wait till you finish school. Things are different these days. At least, nowadays we inform the girls beforehand. In my time, we were pledged to the boy’s family without anybody telling us! That is how my marriage happened!’


I cried out without thinking, ‘But Buaji … I don’t want to be you!’ She was silent. Then she turned away and asked the servant whether the maharaj had remembered to order pista-badam for the barfis.


~


On my fifteenth birthday, I met my future husband for the first time. He was quite nice, actually. Such boys used to be described as ‘tall, dark and handsome’. Ruchir from Raipur (I always thought of him as that—Ruchir from Raipur, was quite tall, not all that handsome … but definitely dark. Like polished ebony. His eyes were magnetic. And he had a dazzling smile which showed his white, perfect teeth. His manner was easy … you know? Confident and relaxed. Extremely rich boys are often like that. Money gives them a glow. I wanted to stare and stare at his face and body, but Buaji had warned me to keep my eyes lowered.


‘It is not proper to make full eye contact at the first meeting. Later on, once the rishta is pucca, you can look openly and even talk to the boy. But not at the first meeting.’ Ma was present when Ruchir from Raipur arrived with his family in a cavalcade of six cars—three imported, three Indian. He got out of a Mercedes with his maternal uncle and mother. He glanced up at the window from where I was peeping, with Chumkididi holding my shoulders tightly. She had been beside herself with excitement while dressing me up, fussing and fussing and fussing.


Ma had come in to take a final look. Thank God, I had passed her scrutiny! She smiled and hugged me, saying sweetly, ‘My little dolly …’ She was looking stunning herself, in a floral French Chiffon saree, three lines of pearls, diamond clips from her mother … I think they were Cartier, and her favourite Golconda ring. Her hair was neatly coiffed, and not left wild and open (I preferred her wild hair), and she had applied lipstick—this was unusual for her.


Babuji, was looking stylish and wonderful in a biscuit-coloured linen suit, open at the throat, burgundy-coloured loafers, and navratna cuff links from the family jeweler in Jaipur.


Buaji … well, she was Buaji. Always impeccably turned out, but I did notice she was wearing her emerald strands after ages, and an emerald ring, along with her everyday diamond rings.


Chumkididi was dressed in a purple saree with a gold border, and it suited her a lot! As for me, I wore what Buaji had commissioned from our family weavers in Banaras—a delicate ice cream pink saree with a dull gold tissue blouse. She had said it would enhance my complexion and make me resemble a rose in full bloom. My jewellery was kept to a minimum (‘Girls from our family should not come across as show-offs. In-laws get worried if the girl wears to much jewellery … they start imagining her demands after marriage.’) I was instructed to wait in my room, until I was summoned.


Fortunately, Buaji did not ask me to serve tea. She knew how clumsy I was, and it would have been a social disaster had I spilt tea on Ruchir from Raipur. For twenty minutes, I stared at my pedicured toes and admired the shell pink polish on my toe nails (‘A woman’s feet must look pretty at the first meeting. Elders always check the feet first. Any birth defects? Is the big toe shapely? What about the second toe! Longer than big toe—ufffff—the girl will dominate her husband.’) I didn’t like my feet all that much. But after twenty minutes of staring hard at them, I felt I had fallen in love with my toes.


‘Which subject do you most enjoy in high school?’ The feet-spell was abruptly broken by a male voice. I was the only school girl present. The question must be to me, I reasoned, and looked up. All eyes were on me. Except Ma’s. She was staring out of the window and her eyes were closed. The voice belonged to Ruchir from Raipur, who was looking at me curiously. He seemed sympathetic. I said swiftly, ‘History.’ It was a big, fat lie. I hated history. In fact I hated all subjects. I hated school, too.


He nodded and said, ‘Interesting. Which period in history is your favourite?’ Without hesitation I replied, ‘Moghul’. I knew nothing about the Moghuls, except that one of the emperors had built the Taj Mahal. Buaji intervened and asked, ‘More chai, anyone? Our maharaj adds green cardamom while brewing tea—it’s very good for health.’


Ma suddenly spoke, as if she had awoken from a trance, ‘Cardamom gives me a migraine. Actually, nearly everything gives me a migraine.’ Babuji got to his feet and said gently, ‘My wife has been feeling a little under the weather. It’s the humidity in Kolkata. It triggers all kinds of allergies. Come, my dear … you need to lie down and rest.’ Ma blew me a kiss and whispered, ‘Bye, my pretty polly-dolly …’ That said, she was gone.


But Ruchir from Raipur stayed. And stayed. He asked Buaji if he had her permission to escort me to the garden just beyond the porch. A distance of two hundred metres. No more. She nodded her assent. Babuji had come back briefly, excused himself and left. It was just us—Ruchir from Raipur, his family, Buaji and me. Our garden was Buaji’s pride and joy. She knew every shrub and tree. Babuji had his favourites, too. I loved the champak, with its gnarled branches and fragrant flowers.


As we self-consciously left the adults, feeling their eyes on our retreating backs, I said, ‘I hate school. I hate studies. I don’t mind getting married immediately and not appearing for my finals.’


Ruchir from Raipur laughed, ‘So … that’s what marriage means to you? No exams? Why do you hate your school so much?’


I walked towards the champak tree and spoke to it, not him. ‘I don’t have friends. My teachers are horrible. I find the studies very boring.’


He paused before saying, ‘What if we enrolled you in some other school and you could choose your own subjects? I am sure my parents won’t object.’


I let out a small squeal, and jumped into his arms, my eyes shining with excitement. ‘Really? Promise?’


He nodded, ‘Promise.’ We walked back together. Both of us were smiling. Buaji came up to me and asked softly, ‘You like the boy? Shall I inform your Ma and Babuji?’ I nodded my head vigorously.


But something terrible happened before our marriage date was set. I had sex with a stranger. And I was no longer a virgin. Which meant Ruchir from Raipur would not be getting a virgin bride, as was the agreement, without it being a proper agreement. But it was understood. And I realised I had put Buaji in the worst possible situation by telling her what and how it all happened. She would now have to take Babuji and Ma into confidence.


Chumkididi knew, of course. Chumkididi always knew everything, our relationship was such. She had wailed and wept for hours when I told her about it. ‘Buaji will say it’s all my fault. I suppose it is. I should not have left you alone with that devil. But I didn’t know you would be all alone with him.’


Chumkididi didn’t understand one important thing: I was not complaining! I only wanted to share what had happened with Amit, my cousin’s boyfriend. Just share. No guilt or anything. I had enjoyed whatever Amit did to me. It was mutual and I had helped him to undress me, when he couldn’t unfasten my bra quickly enough. He had also fumbled with his own shirt buttons, and I had quickly done the job for him. I wanted to see his chest, the colour of his nipples. He said he also wanted to see mine. I showed him whatever he wanted to see or examine more closely. What is there to feel ashamed of? He said we would have to do it really fast, before my cousin got home from her tennis match (she lost that day).


He stared at my body and commented, ‘Your tits are huge! Much bigger than hers!’ That made me feel nice! She was always and always comparing, and saying things like, ‘Such a pity you don’t play any games, Srilaa … you should, you know … look at my legs and look at yours.’ Now I would be able to say, ‘Look at my breasts and look at yours.’ Anyway … Amit entered me pretty roughly after spending half a minute licking my nipples.


He did not kiss me. I really wanted to kiss him, so I held his face in both my hands and forced him to open his mouth. He pushed me away and said, ‘Idiot!’ I didn’t care. His chest was good, but I didn’t like the stubble 

on it.


Midway through his thrusting, I asked, ‘Why do you shave your chest hair?’ And he got angry. ‘You really are an idiot! Why don’t you just shut up? My focus is getting spoilt.’
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