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PART 1


Mrs G





I


June 2024.


‘Miu, you really shouldn’t say such things, you know’, Aisha gently scolded her mother.


Miu had wanted an alphonso mango gateau and she was finishing the top layering of the fresh cream before she put the last of the mango slices on the cake. Her mother liked fruity desserts the best.


‘Did you understand what I said?’ she asked her mother who was hungrily watching the cake getting finished.


Miu nodded. Then said. ‘You remember Baby aunty, who used to make those lovely cakes, when you were little? I once took one for him. One like this one, with mangoes in it.’ She stopped, and licked her lip. ‘No, not for him, for everybody. But he had a piece.’


Aisha made a face. ‘What him? Who?’


Her mother smiled shyly, suddenly almost youthful against the greys framing her small face, and Aisha found her heart melting. Miu really did look like a girl sometimes.


‘Miu.’ She walked around the kitchen counter, a large slice of ripe Alfonso in hand, hands creamy. ‘Open your mouth.’ She watched as her mother sucked on the mango slice. ‘Sweet?’ she asked.


She put her arms around her mother, taking care that her creamy palms stayed in the air. ‘Miu, it’s all of this stuff that you’re watching on TV. Didn’t I tell you not to watch that stuff?’


Her mother was not listening. ‘It was my birthday, that day. That’s why I took that cake. I told your father to order it for me. So I could give him a piece.’


‘And Boy, you never told him about this, all of this?’ Aisha grimaced for playing along with her mother.


Her mother shook her head. Then looked at the cake. ‘Give me a piece.’


‘Why didn’t you tell Boy?’ Aisha watched as her mother ate slowly, eyes half closed.


‘I wanted to, but then he died.’ Her mother said through another mouthful.


‘And him, you know, this man? He’s gone as well?’ Aisha stood before her mother, brow knitted.


‘Gone?’ Her mother looked up from her plate. ‘Yes, he went, but then he came back. Then he went again. Always like that. A was like that. He made me so angry.’


II


‘Pink suits you nicely, dear,’ Mrs G peered at Nadira. Both of them were perched on Aisha’s bed, watching her as she put the finishing touches to her face before the mirror. Nadira would do her hair for the show like she did every week. The team was downstairs setting up that week’s shoot.


‘Weren’t you in pink the last day too?’ Mrs G narrowed her eyes like she was asking Nadira to reveal a deep secret.


‘Could be, ma’am, I really don’t remember.’ Nadira smiled at Mrs. G.


‘No, I think it was pink that day. Wasn’t it Teena?’ Her daughter seemed to not hear.


Mrs G lifted herself off the bed and inched closer to her daughter. ‘What Teena?’ She snapped at Aisha who smudged her eyeliner.


‘What Miu? Just let me get ready?’ Aisha hadn’t been listening.


‘Wasn’t she wearing pink that day she last came by?’


‘Maybe.’ Aisha mumbled tying to wipe even a smudged line.


‘What maybe, Teena?’ Mrs G glared at her daughter.


‘Really Miu, how does it matter?’ Aisha sighed as she powdered over the smudge. ‘Pink or red whatever it was.’


‘Pink.’ Mrs G said with the firmest conviction.


‘Wait, last Friday it was, wasn’t it? No, Saturday last week, let me check.’ Nadira fumbled.


‘Let me check on Facebook. I always post a picture of us together before your shoot. You know, everybody watches the show these days.’


Nadira scrolled on her screen, as Mrs G watched her like a hawk, her petite frame taut, eyebrows arched. Aisha dabbed her forehead which was starting to feel clammy.


Nadira smiled brightly as she looked up at Mrs G, ‘Yup, right you are ma’am. Pink. I was wearing my pink Calvin t-shirt that day.’


‘See Teena, and you think I don’t know what I’m saying.’ Mrs G scowled at her daughter.


‘Was it really pink, that tee you had on the other day? I couldn’t have remembered for all my life,’ Aisha whispered over the whir of the hairdryer as Nadira started to bend over her.


‘Hmm, funny, I couldn’t remember it myself,’ Nadira spoke through the two pins held between her teeth.


Aisha glanced at her mother in the mirror. Miu had her earphones on and was back on the bed, gently swaying to the sound of her music. Sharp as a needle still, in some of her ways, was her Miu.


III


Mrs G bit her lip and smiled. He was looking like he always did, like what made her want to throw herself at his feet. Those long arms and strong shoulders. The hawk like nose. And those glasses perched on it that made his face look gentler. More kind than he really was.


A ran his hand through his dark hair, not looking at her. That little smile on the corner of his lips. He always looked away when he most wanted her. Sometimes he could be so shy, it was hard to believe he was a grown man. And then in the split of an instant that shyness would become something hard and cruel, and then she would be afraid.


‘Good morning,’ Mrs G said. That greeting had meant more between them than anybody had ever known.


He looked up. ‘Good morning, ma’am.’


Her breaths were coming fast, like they did at the sound of his voice. He ran his hand through his hair again.


She had once chanced upon a picture of him all wet under a waterfall. Taken on one of those excursions from college. His wet hair plastered across his forehead. He looked like that now, his face dripping sweat, hair all wet again. Had he been doing his exercises?


He fiddled with his teacup, running his finger along its rim. She knew what he was doing. She was the cup. He was running his fingers all over her.


‘Is everything alright?’ she spoke again. She had to say something. To keep herself from falling at his feet.


He stuttered. ‘Erm, yes, alright.’


His voice had shaken, every time that he had struggled to pull himself away from her. Coward that he was, never owning up ever to loving her. And still he was hers, not a day had passed when he had not cared for her. Every time that his eyes had followed her, when he had so desperately sought her and she had looked his way, he had drawn back, again undoing everything.


IV


‘Wow, this is so romantic. Aish, your mommy has been telling me about her and your daddy.’ Samaira gurgled as Aisha walked into the large sitting room.


‘Have you had lunch, Sam? The shoot took longer, some technical hitch, just the day I wanted to get done on time.’ Aisha sank down against the soft velvety cushions of the large sofa.


‘Did you wash your hands, Teena? Drink some water.’ Mrs G stretched a hand out towards the bottle on the centre table.


‘Keep quiet, Miu’. Aisha touched her throat. She was suddenly feeling low, and now she had to take Samaira shopping. Why did people have such little time in hand when they came visiting? Sam was taking the flight back tomorrow to Chicago, so it had to be this afternoon.


‘She’s like him. Her father,’ Mrs G nodded at Samaira. ‘He was her Good Boy. Never said no to anything she asked, he spoilt her. She’s like him, gets a pain in her throat every second day. Me, I never was so weak like them.’


‘Be quiet Miu,’ Aisha almost snapped. ‘I don’t have a sore throat, I just finished recording for two episodes at a go, that’s what. And that room’s pretty cold with the two ACs. I’ll be fine.’


‘Ditto.’ Mrs G said brightly. ‘Never would tell me there was ever anything wrong with him. Hated going to the doctor. And missed his medicines. And never could drink his tea hot.’


It was true, neither could she, Aisha smiled as she skimmed the froth off her cup. The coffee felt good. Not too hot and just how she liked it. She was glad she had come out with Sam. Another hour in the house with Miu and she would have shouted at somebody. Thank god for Mandiradi. She was seldom greatly affected by anything Miu said. She was planning to give Mandiradi a raise.


Though, she mused, sometimes Miu just knew things. Like, she would feel better if she just forgot her diet and had butter on rice with fries, her childhood favourite. And Miu had fairly nagged her out of the house to get this coffee with Sam.


‘So is your mommy a great chef, like you?’ Sam finished her call and walked back into the café from the hotel’s lobby.


‘Who, Miu?’ Aisha snapped out of her thoughts. ‘No way, she hates cooking. It’s my grandmom, Boy’s mother, who first taught me things.’


‘Glad she did.’ Sam settled down happily. ‘For that we have a celebrity in our midst. They’ve put you on a mag’s cover, I saw that yesterday.’ Aisha grinned.


‘Hmmm, so your mother and father, they must have been pretty cool together. Like, going to those out of the way places, spending the night in that shack in the mountains. Then trekking all the way to the top. Amazing, I loved talking to her while you were in your shoot.’ Samaira sipped on her mango juice.


‘A shack?’ Aisha blinked. ‘Must have been before my time then. And I simply cannot imagine Boy ever staying in a shack, he always put us up in the best of hotels. He was pretty unadventurous, and couldn’t bear not having good facilities. Miu was more ready to try things. All kinds of fun things really. We ate in the tiniest of little places, tucked away in the back lanes sometimes, Miu and me. But not Boy.’


‘Yup, maybe it was before you came along, princess. They’d gone on some trek in the Himalayas, where they lost their way and your daddy found this empty shack and made a fire for her. And that’s where they spent the night. Filmi na?’ Samaira emptied the rest of her drink in one long swig.


‘Yes, very filmi, and doesn’t sound a bit like my parents. Boy going off on a trek, good God, no. Not in his life. Miu would tease him, for always herding us into some vehicle or other on our holidays, as soon as we stepped out of the hotel. We hardly took any walks ever. Car rides for us always.’ Aisha contemplated another coffee. ‘She imagines some things sometimes, you know, Miu.’ She decided on herbal tea, it was past six in the evening and another coffee might put her off sleep till the wee hours.


‘Oh, yes, I quite forgot, you did say,’ Sam bit her lip. ‘But she seemed quite alright. You know, like how I’ve known her before, except, she keeps saying the same things sometimes, I noticed that.’


‘Yes, that, and other things.’ Aisha sighed. ‘It worries me. Sometimes I think I’m the one that’s got it all wrong, that some of these things really did happen sometime. Just that they missed telling me before. Or maybe they were really different people back then, Boy and Miu, not how I know them. And then they changed. Maybe I’m just all confused about those times, when I was little and they were young… oh, I don’t know.’


‘And wasn’t I supposed to get a darshan of the great guy today?’ Sam demanded, changing the subject. ‘I thought he was going to drop in sometime.’


‘Meetings, meetings and more meetings. He messaged. You’ll have to wait for the next time now. I hope he will find time for the wedding next year.’ Aisha made a face.


‘Of course, he will’, Sam leaned forward to hug Aisha. ‘And I am going to dance the night away with your man.’


V


Did they have an argument the night before? What led her to take such a step?


Or was it part of a premeditated plan, by a woman who has put the name of womanhood to shame?


The TV anchor was fairly frothing at her mouth. The visuals playing out behind her. Of a woman in her thirties in a salwar kameez, head covered with a dupatta, being escorted out of a police vehicle by two women in khaki and into a building. She had a cordon of policemen around her.


‘Snake,’ Mrs G’s attendant, Mandira, hissed, as the segment went into an ad break. ‘Nagin.’ They had been watching the latest coverage of the sensational twin murder investigation.


Mandira remembered. ‘Didn’t Didi say not to see all that stuff. Gives you bad dreams. Such horrible things.’


She reached out and turned off the TV. ‘What kind of woman will be living like that with a man, who is already married? In the same house with his wife, all together. Shame. No wonder it’s come to this end.’


‘He loved them both.’ Mrs G said to Mandira with an air of authority.


‘Who?’ Mandira had started to clear the glass top of the table to set out Mrs G’s lunch.


‘That actor, who else…he loved them both. Wife and this girl they’re showing here on TV.’ Mrs G squinted to recall the man’s name.


Mandira made a face. ‘The things you say, Aunty. How can he love both? How can anybody love both people like that? Dirt, that’s what it is. And these TV people, going on and on with it for so many days. Don’t they have any other news?’


‘I used to only turn on the TV when they showed Teena’s father’s films. Never used to watch the TV news then.’ Mrs G seemed to have suddenly lost interest in the love triangle.


‘I was telling my neighbour’s niece that day, where I work. Famous film director Subir Gupta’s house, and now his only daughter also so famous, coming on TV.’ Mandira’s eyes lit up at this contemplation of her privilege.


‘Famous, my foot!’ Mrs G snapped at Mandira. ‘No time even for her mother on her birthday.’


‘What things you say Aunty, goes over my head. Such a nice chocolate cake she made, such a big one, last week only it was. Don’t you remember? I even took some home for my son.’ Mandira shook her head.


Mrs G was starting to sulk. ‘Her father, he would plan for my birthday days ahead. Earrings and perfumes, all the things I liked to eat. This girl’s no good. Turned out like my own father. No good at all.’


Again Mandira shook her head. ‘As if anybody could please you. What happened with that nice watch she got you? You said the colour didn’t suit you. Such a nice blue it was. My son, got the new job, didn’t get one sari for me. If only I had a girl like Didi.’


‘Nice blue, my foot! Didn’t she say she would look for another band, blue-grey, like that one they had, that time in that shop in Switzerland? What happened?’


Mandira was seeing the makings of a tantrum. ‘Aunty, you want masala tea? Like how you taught me to make?’ It would work like a magic potion, that masala tea, most times at least. And no, there had been no talk about any blue-grey band, that too of Switzerland. Aunty was imagining again.


VI


‘Miu, you’re taking your tablets every day?’ Aisha spoke without looking up from the magazine she was reading. Mrs G looked up from her phone.


‘Am I your father, Teena, to hide my own medicines away? A typical Miu-like response. Thank god for Mandiradi. She didn’t miss a single of Miu’s before and after meal tablets.


‘I know Miu, you don’t need telling,’ Aisha smiled. It never failed to amuse her that her mother continued to take these digs at her father. Maybe it was her way of connecting with him across two worlds.


‘Do you miss him, Miu? Do you miss Boy? I get so busy with everything, there’s only Mandiradi here. You were so much in love, you and Boy.’


Mrs G stared at her daughter with a blank face, which then took on the contours of a small rebellion.


‘Did you ever see me and your father indulge in any display of…of our love, like some of them do, even in front of their grandchildren?’ Her mother spoke with a studied distaste.


Aisha laughed loudly. So very Miu to refuse to admit she missed Boy. ‘No, of course not Miu, who said that. But surely you miss him. I think of him all the time when I do my shows now. Remember how proud he was when I first did a segment on TV, after I won Top Chef? Remember Miu, the year I came back from Paris? How nervous I was. He kept telling me how I should stand before the camera. And now that I have my own show, how he would have loved it.’ The thought lit her eyes.


‘He always spoilt you. And you were always clinging to him.’


‘Miu.’ Aisha made one of her faces, looking very much like Mrs G at that moment. ‘He spoilt you too, he spoilt you rotten, and much more than he ever spoilt me. Always took your side when we had our fights. Boy always took your side in everything.’


‘Only when I was right, Teena,’ Mrs G cast a look of disdain.


‘Even when you were not right Miu. He adored you.’


Her mother blinked.


VII


Magazine in hand, Aisha lay on the sofa in the living room, leaning her head against her mother. Mrs G bent down and kissed her daughter on the forehead. Then again on the nose.


Aisha hugged her mother closer around the middle. ‘Remember Miu, you used to tell me that no matter how big I get I can always fit inside here? Inside your stomach.’


‘Wicked girl,’ Mrs G gave a small tug to her daughter’s knotted hair.


‘And remember how I promised you never to go away with a prince? Like Snow White?’


‘He’s not a prince, he’s a good boy. Not so good-looking, but such a good boy.’ Mrs G leant down to examine her daughter’s face.


‘Miu, what nasty things you say sometimes, you know. He’s good-looking.’ Aisha burrowed deeper against her mother, hugging her thin waist.


‘He was getting fat, like your father. Such a good boy.’


‘I know that. And Bugi’s been working on it.’ Aisha sat up. Sometimes it worried her, how Miu would say unconnected things in the same breath. Like she didn’t know if she approved or disapproved of Bugi putting on those extra kilos. She hadn’t noticed when it had first started, but Miu did it fairly often now. ‘What’s your idea of good-looking, Miu? I never really knew. You seemed to hate the better-looking boys I went out with, right from school days.’


‘I like this one, he’s good.’ Mrs G gave a happy tug to Aisha’s hair, making her wince.


‘He’s the only one you ever said good things about, you know. You liked him from the start, and I knew then that I had to marry him.’ Aisha returned her head to Mrs G’s knees, turning her face upwards to look at her mother.


‘Why didn’t you like the really good-looking ones? Remember Aditya in junior college, who used to be a model? You were so mean to him, he used to be scared coming home.’ She scanned her mother’s face for a response.


‘Can’t remember, Teena. I remember that sweet girl Camlin. And that other girl Laila, who hardly ever talked but finished everything on her plate. Such a nice, sweet girl.’ Mrs G nodded at the recollection.


‘Miu, those girls were with me in school, grade three or four I think. I’m talking about the boys I went out with, Miu, Aditya, and even poor Mango…Ashley, he’s going to remember you forever for your sweetness. You literally broke up my friendship with him. And all the girls were so crazy about him, about Mango I mean, and he only liked me.’


‘What a silly name for a boy.’


‘But that’s not why you didn’t like him. I figured that out much later, you didn’t like his looks, isn’t that it, Miu? You didn’t like any of them hunks.’


Mrs G scowled at her daughter. ‘He’s a good boy. You got a good boy.’


Aisha stretched herself, swung her legs to the side and out of the sofa as she raised herself. ‘That I did, Miu, but it still doesn’t explain why you don’t like them tall, dark and smoking hot.’


‘I don’t like glasses. Tell him not to wear glasses.’ Mrs G usually had the last word.


VIII


Bugi, Bikram Banerjee, glowed at his girl though his turquoise rimmed spectacles. He never could get enough of her. He had known her a little more than two years, and his heart skipped a beat every time he saw her walking up to him. They had moved fast his friends had told him, that he needed to know her better, but he had always known it was nobody but her.


Aisha blew him a kiss and plonked her Gucci bag next to him. ‘You ordered?’


‘No baby, waiting for you. What do you want?’


‘The salad with mozzarella. And I think I’ll get a tiny something sweet after that. Haven’t had dessert in a week.’ Aisha pushed aside the menu and drew the bottle of water towards her.


‘You eat too little baby, why don’t you get nice and plump for me?’ Bugi grinned.


‘And who’s going to do my shows, then? You and Miu? You always say the same things as she says…you’re eating like a bird, Teena, on some days she goes and on. Other days, you could give her serious competition.’


‘How is she today, my dear would-be mother-in-law? I did call her day before, but she was in the middle of something. Can’t talk, she said, and hung up on me.’


‘Same old. Highs and lows.’ Aisha wiped her hands thoughtfully with some wet tissues. ‘Miu was always a little bit difficult, you know, with a short fuse and then sometimes really funny, other times pretty damn reckless in the things she could tell people to their faces. But Boy, he always handled her well. He knew her best. The best anybody ever did. Not that he never lost his cool with her. I remember him sometimes giving her a shouting and then Miu seething and all in a huff, and not speaking to him. But they always made up.’


‘I could never scream at you, babes,’ Bugi stroked her arm.


‘That’s another thing she said the other day. He’s too soft, way too soft, like your father used to be. I didn’t know what she meant. Boy was always a sweetheart, but stern when he needed to be. With her and me.’


‘You and your dear mother,’ Bikram laughed. ‘You really seem to have some loving rivalry going between you, like two teenagers.’


Aisha stuck her fork into her salad. ‘We’ve always been like this. Poor Boy sometimes had a tough time dealing with us both.’


‘I should have met him.’ Bugi gladly received his chicken pasta.


‘He was such a darling, and so easy to get along with, much more so than Miu. He didn’t have a single negative thing about him. You would have liked him,’ Aisha murmured into her salad as she toyed with the tomatoes and mozzarella. ‘Though I must say, you’ve done a good job, with Miu, I mean,’ she looked at Bugi with a smile. ‘She calls you a good boy. The only good boy she ever saw around me, except my father, of course.’


‘And she wasn’t doing quite so badly right after your dad died? You said you didn’t notice anything much different straight after.’ Bugi looked up from his plate.


‘I don’t really know, Bugi. I thought about it hundreds of times. It could have started before. I couldn’t put my finger on it. It’s close to four years now and it was so sudden, and I thought she took it well at the time. Quite strong and all that, Miu was always quite a strong girl. But then, after that, she was flaring up with no reason at all, other times refusing to even say a word to anybody. Just brooding, angry for no reason at all, like before you get your periods. But Miu had always had her ups and downs, so it didn’t often seem much else at first. And then, funny stories, things that never happened, I’m pretty sure. Or, at least, I never heard them before. And which she insisted had happened. But I don’t know if these things ever happened, at some time perhaps. Maybe when I was away in Paris or London. Or if she had said those same things to Boy, or anybody else.’


‘Hmmm, you told me,’ Bugi mumbled through a mouthful.


‘She’s due for her doctor’s visit, we’re going next week.’ Aisha stopped eating. ‘You know Bugi, she’s been more funny than usual lately, funny stories. I’m a bit worried. And then, she’s glued to this whole filmi murder case. She and Mandiradi. It’s quite unlike her, she’s fairly hooked on that whole drama. I don’t like it.’


‘What case?’ Bugi scrapped the side of his plate where the sauce had crusted.


‘The double murder slash suicide saga, what else. Vikas Bedi and his wife and girlfriend. Don’t you know anything of what goes on outside your office?’


‘Oh that, yeah, it’s everywhere now. What’s it got to do with your mother?’


‘Nothing,’ Aisha sighed. ‘But she’s hooked on it. And she’s never been one for scandals or gossip. In fact, she quite hated such things. But somehow she cannot get enough of this, this whole sick drama that’s been unfolding, it’s on every news channel, prime time.’ She pushed away the rest of her salad and waved for her coffee.


‘Yeah, I know. Maybe because of your dad, you know it’s about the same film world, after all. Maybe it reminds her of things, in some ways. Things from their time, and that world. Who knows?’ Bugi’s voice trailed off.


‘No,’ Aisha shook her head emphatically. ‘Miu always kept her distance from that world, even when Boy was at the very top. She always led her own life, she went about her own work and never interfered in his. And he loved her for that. She was always his sounding board. He took her views very seriously. She could be his worst critic.’


‘Then why do you think?’ Bugi reluctantly left the rest of his pasta.


‘I don’t know,’ Aisha was starting to sound exasperated. ‘Something there that’s gotten into her head, and it’s not good for her, all this stuff. But she doesn’t listen to Mandiradi, and I can’t be around the whole time.’ She opened a sachet of brown sugar and emptied it in the coffee. She didn’t want dessert after all.


‘Have you thought of later, babes, like after we’re married? After we move into the Clark Street place? How’s she going to be all by herself? Even if you visit most days,’ Bugi threw her a glance.


Aisha took a sip and looked away.


‘Have you thought,’ Bugi chewed his lip, ‘that we might want to think of a good place for her, you know, by and by?’


‘’What do you mean, good place? Like what?’ Aisha blinked over the top of her coffee cup, not understanding.


‘You know, like somewhere where they will take good care, and where there will be people trained to help those like her. Not some neighbourhood masi like your Mandiradi. There are these really good places now, state-of-the-art, real professional, doctors 24eleven.’


If Bugi had intended this to be a helpful submission he was sorely mistaken. He watched with mounting dismay as Aisha gulped down the rest of her coffee, her face flushed.


‘Are you asking me to put Miu in some institution, Bugi?’


Tears glistened in her eyes as she gritted her teeth. ‘Are you saying you want me to force Miu out of her own home, where she and Boy lived their lives, where I grew up? Do you know how much she enjoys just pottering about there, straightening the cushions because everything has to be in order always… and dear Miu, she still runs her hands over the furniture and checks the corners to see if they’ve been properly dusted and swept. And you, Bugi, you’re sitting here and telling me to put her in some fancy hospital where she’s going to be nothing more than a piece of furniture? I would put you there any day Bugi, because you’re the one that needs looking into.’ She reached out for her bag.


Bikram Banerjee looked sadly at the empty chair opposite him, as the waiter discreetly cleared the pasta. Why did it happen like this? Why did she never understand him? A tear rolled down his face. It was his fault. Stupid, stupid, stupid. How could he ever have said such a thing to her?


IX


Mrs G was feeling a little frantic. She rubbed her palms slowly, trying to remember. She must have told him sometime? Otherwise, why would he get himself those pink shirts? Wasn’t pink a girl’s colour? Or at least that’s what everybody thought. But she loved it on him. It made him look like Teena’s giant pink teddy, the one she would hug around the middle, it was so big. He was like that pink bear. And he could envelop her like that giant teddy bear enveloped Teena when she sat between its legs.


Mrs G sighed and tried to breathe more easily, but that lump in her chest didn’t go away. Her hands felt clammy. Why couldn’t she remember that time when she had told him? Told him how she loved him in pink. Pink was a sweet colour, and it suited him well, the kindest man that ever lived. He might have forgiven her if she had told him.


When Teena was born, he had gotten all her things in pink. Swathed his little girl in the glow of his gentleness. He made sure they had everything they wanted.


He would put his arms around her from behind, taking her in a big bear hug. Sometimes giving a squeeze to her breasts, making her squeal. Even after all the years, he simply couldn’t resist her. Mrs G. smiled. On days that they had gone out in the evenings, and she had dressed up nicely, he had waited only to get back home, and torn off her clothes the minute they were alone. Always telling her how beautiful she was. It was she that did not say those things. Not as much as she should have.


Again, she was feeling that lump inside her. She should have told him. Put her arms around him more. He was always the sweeter one, though people sometimes thought otherwise. That he was hard, and she more gentle. Teena knew, and she always took her father’s side.


She would not speak to him for days if they had argued, she could do that. He never could bear it beyond a day or two. But she had not known how he had felt then…not until A did the same to her. When he looked at her like he looked at a chair or a table, or an empty wall, like she was nothing. Then his face would harden, his nostrils flared a little bit. His lips would take that cruel turn.


Then she had begun to understand, how Teena’s father had felt, not before, never before. She had cried to herself, like Teena’s father would cry holding her hands, when he couldn’t bear it any longer. Begging her to speak to him.


Would he be cruel, like she had been with him, if he had known? Did she tell him once, just in jest, that there was another man? When they were making love. Was that when he had held her neck so hard that she had had to gasp for breath? ‘Who?’ he had asked her, but perhaps it had been only a part of the game. The games that they had played in bed, when sometimes he would turn into something that he wasn’t really.


Mrs G gulped. Her neck felt taut. But not from Teena’s father’s grip on her, not that. It was that other pair of eyes from behind the glasses that was making her skin crawl. Where was that girl Mandira? She didn’t want to be alone. A always had a way with her, to make her go back to him, even when she didn’t want it. She wanted to be with Teena.


Mrs G tried to look at the big bowl of swimming multi-coloured fish before her eyes. Where had they come from? She hadn’t ever seen them there before. Teena must have brought them home without telling her. But now she would look at them and nothing else. She wouldn’t look into his eyes ever again. Those eyes behind the glasses, Abhimanyu Mishra’s eyes.






PART 2





I


‘Wicked girl.’ Mrs G glared at her daughter as she very deliberately pronounced her verdict. Her daughter scowled back at her.


The man on the sofa next to Mrs G shifted uncomfortably. He was average height, on the heavier side, with a sharp but pleasant face and a spiky mop of hair. He didn’t seem to approve of the verdict.


Cups of steaming hot tea arrived and Mrs G grabbed hers. She took a long sip from her cup, a few drops tricking by the side of her mouth.


Aisha leaned forward with some tissues and was waved away like an annoying fly. Mrs G turned to the man beside her.


‘You’re a good boy. Do you think you won’t find a nice girl?’


Then turning back to her daughter, she declared, ‘You wait Teena, I will find him a girl, and a girl much better than you.’


Bugi spoke up, ‘She’s the best, aunty. She really is. I couldn’t think of anybody else…’


Aisha scowled again, this time at her fiancé. ‘What business did you have Bugi, coming here and making a scene when I said I didn’t want to talk?’


‘Why? Why? Why won’t you to talk to him? You spoilt girl. All your father’s doing.’ Mrs G was now in war mode, almost spilling tea on her cream coloured kurta.


Aisha clenched her teeth. ‘Miu, will you keep quiet? You stay out of this. Did I ever interfere when you used to have those fights with Boy?’


‘Yes, you did, you wicked girl, from the time you were this little,’ Mrs G lowered her hand to the level of the small padded stool that she used to put her feet up. She turned to Bugi who was looking fairly nervous. ‘You know, always siding with her father, calling me names—naughty Miu, nasty Miu, you made Boy so sad.’ Mrs G mimicked her daughter. ‘Look who’s being wicked now.’


A few moments of silence ensued.


‘Hold her hand.’ Mrs G ordered Bugi.


‘Lay off, Bugi.’ Aisha barked back.


‘Don’t listen to her,’ her mother instructed. ‘Hold her hand.’


Two slaps to his hand, that was nothing, Mrs G thought as she watched Mandira clear away the tea things and the big clock ticked away into the next quarter of the hour. Gave in too easily that girl, she herself would never give in like that. Not her. And then, Bugi was not Teena’s father. That poor boy needed to learn a thing or two if he was going to make her behave. Teena’s father now, he would have followed her to the end of the world and dragged her back.


II


‘Finish your coffee, then we can talk’, said Dr Chopra. He returned to the papers in front of him while Aisha silently drank the tepid clinic coffee. She had a feeling he was composing his thoughts.


Mrs G was taking a walk in Dr Chopra’s garden, Mandira in tow. Aisha looked out of the tinted windows of the doctor’s chamber to see Miu gently swaying on the garden swing, Mandiradi standing by. Plants had never interested Miu very much.


Dr Chopra looked up. ‘Almost one year now that I have been seeing her. And I’ll have to say it’s not gone very much downhill. Not how I saw her today. And as we say in our profession, early diagnosis is prognosis. It’s like ageing. You cannot stop it, but with medicines and care, you can slow down the progression of the disease.’ He paused, ‘Though I must warn you that there may be triggers, as in any such kind of condition, things which could make it suddenly a bit worse. But that could be temporary. Have you noticed such a thing or things?’


Aisha pondered, then spoke slowly. ‘Maybe, I couldn’t be very sure, you know. She’s always been a little bit on the extremes, my mother. Excitable, and sometimes a little impulsive, and quite fearless really. A bit of a short fuse, my father would say. But she didn’t show very great distress after he passed away, that too so suddenly. As I told you before, it was during the pandemic, he got infected before the vaccines arrived, and then…’ She still found it hard to speak about Boy’s dying.


Dr Chopra nodded. ‘And they were close?’


Aisha nodded. ‘Yes, very much so, though not in the very obvious ways. They didn’t do very much together.’ She paused, wondering how to explain it to him.


‘Well, you see, they didn’t have many common interests. She hardly spoke about my father’s work with people or about his film world, though she would watch his films and at home she was his severest critic. Half the people he worked with had never met her. She hardly ever joined any of their sittings that they would have in the house or attend the film parties or gatherings much. In fact, my father didn’t much either, I think because she didn’t like to. It was always work for him, and back home to us. And my mother, she too pretty much did her own thing, she had her students and her classes. She taught history, at the Metropolitan College. Twelve or thirteen years.’


‘Yes, I do remember, you told me that, she was a professor.’


‘That’s right,’ Aisha wondered if she should tell Dr Chopra about A.


‘And so, she did not break down after your father’s passing, like it happens?’


‘No,’ Aisha shook her head. ‘But that is Miu. She kind of shuts down and blocks her emotions in her worst moments. She was like that always, I hardly ever saw her cry. As I told you before, I started to notice, I think, a few months before we first saw you that she was talking about things that never happened. You know, holidays that we never took, or places we never went to, I am pretty sure. Even now, funny little things here and there.’


‘Perhaps it’s from much before, I did tell you that the first time, I remember. You know, when she was a girl, or maybe older, but when you were still not born or too small. In her condition, prior memory is often very much sharper than the recent memory.’


Aisha looked uncertain, ‘Well, as I said, I’m not sure, but I still don’t think those things ever happened. It’s things about her and my father that I simply cannot relate to. And I couldn’t say if she had a bit of this happening much before, you know, when my father was there, this mixing up things in her head, real and unreal—I can’t say we ever noticed anything then. But again, I am not sure of anything anymore.’ She sighed.


Dr Chopra smiled his kind smile. ‘Yes, sometimes onset is actually several years before the symptoms. For your mother it could be when she was in her fifties. According to the latest research, for diseases of the brain, the fifties is the prime age for undetected deterioration to start. So, what else does she talk about now, other than places she went to? It’s nearly four months since our last meeting. What things do you think are not consistent?’ He waited for her to respond as he again leafed through Mrs G’s records.


Aisha nibbled her lip. ‘Well…you know, people. Who I cannot place. Just seems improbable.’


‘People from her past possibly. I’ve known some peculiar instances in the last thirty years of my practice. As I said, sometimes the prior memory is quite vivid in such cases, while there may be lapses in recent memory, or some lack of mental coordination or cognitive impairment, what we call biomarkers for dementia, and especially early onset dementia, things that we have already mapped in your mother’s case. And remember, because memory is subject to neuroplasticity, the brain finds ways to remember information even though there is deterioration. Sometimes there is a confusing of people and places, so she might be relating things she only heard to people she really did know at some point.’


Aisha decided not to bring up A just yet. Who knows, there might have been somebody, somebody pretty ordinary, or maybe just someone Miu had heard about from somebody else, and she was imagining herself to be this other person who had known A.


‘So we stick with the same medicines, I’m only changing the doses a little bit, and call me if there is anything urgent. But as I said she doesn’t seem to have done too badly in these months. Keep an eye on her, let her do the things she likes to do, and that’s it for now.’ Doctor Chopra was scribbling in the blank space on his earlier prescription.


Aisha turned to leave, still debating if she should have told him about the A thing. Might be nothing in it, but still.


‘And Miss,’ Dr Chopra called after her as she pulled open the door and started to step out into the waiting area. ‘My wife is an avid viewer of your shows.’


Aisha smiled. ‘I’m putting together a book, from the shows. Should be out next year. I’ll get you a copy for her.’


III


‘Teena, did you light the candles for Pia? It’s the day she left us, remember.’


‘Hmmm,’ Aisha nodded, one end of her lip tucked inside her teeth as she focussed on getting the cream rolls to a perfect finish. All eighteen of them that she had just made in preparation for that afternoon’s shoot. Daisy Gomes stood by with a bowl of fine cinnamon powder that was the topping for the delectables. She looked every bit the sous chef, with her plump exterior and calm demeanour.


‘There, now that’s done,’ Aisha grinned at her deputy. ‘Here Miu, try one.’


Mrs G made a face, ‘Creamy.’


‘Well, that’s what they are Miu, cream rolls. And most people love them.’ Aisha started to wipe her fingers as Daisy delicately transported the tray away to the shelf. Daisy was junior partner in their signature café and patisserie that they had started together as young chefs, it had now been almost three years. When she still hadn’t known something was not right with Miu. And Miu had categorically refused their hospitality on her maiden visit and had insisted on paying for her coffee and cakes.


‘How many candles Teena?’ Mrs G asked.


‘What?’ For a moment she thought Miu wanted candles on each one of the pastries.


‘Did you remember, three-and-a-half candles, for Pia?’


‘Oh that. Yeah, I did.’


‘Liar,’ Mrs G pinched her daughter fondly.


‘Who’s Pia?’ asked Daisy absently as she started to gather her things up to leave for the café.


‘My long dead sister,’ Aisha stated even as Daisy’s eyebrows shot up. ‘And anyways Miu, you don’t remember the exact day that she died, now after so many years. So don’t pretend.’


‘Pia was our dog,’ Aisha explained. ‘I used to call her my little sister, Miu made me. Came when I was little and lived for three-and-a-half years exactly, in which time she bit almost everyone in the house, including dear Miu, and I got the worst of Pia’s bites. I still have that mark. Don’t sulk Miu, you always pampered that dog.’


‘She was naughty. She didn’t mean it.’ Mrs G looked sufficiently guilt stricken on dead Pia’s behalf.


‘Miu, I loved Pia, and she hated me. I was her adversary number one. She only wanted you to herself.’ Aisha pouted, almost childlike in the reliving of this rivalry with her mother’s pet canine.


Mrs G seemed to have slipped into a little reverie, even as a slightly flabbergasted Daisy took her leave.


‘That Pia, naughtiest dog in the world, your father said.’


‘Boy was the only person she didn’t ever bite, remember Miu?’ Aisha smiled at her memory of the dog enthroned on her father’s knees.


‘He would spoil her. Always giving her things off his plate.’ Mrs G had always held that her husband was not stern enough, with either his daughter or the household canines.


‘You yourself spoilt her pretty much Miu, and she fairly terrorised those two other ones we had at that time, Lindy and Bhola. Poor Lindy would be scared even to come up for her biscuits.’


‘She was like him. Just like him, that dog,’ Mrs G nodded sagely.


‘Who? What? Boy you mean?’ Aisha looked at her watch. She had another hour before Nadira would come in to do her hair. She had to hurry now.


‘Not your Boy. That dog was like A. Stubborn both of them…so difficult.’ Her mother looked like she had just let out a secret she had held to her heart. A secret only to be shared with her and nobody else.


IV


She was waiting for Rohan to call her. It was late in the evening. He was taking his time today. Must be something to do with his father.


She had met Rohan Gautam before she had known about Miu’s condition. At an event on health and wellness where they had both been speakers, and he, in his presentation, had talked rather openly, she had thought then, about his struggle with his father, who was in a progressed stage of the disease. Rohan was an ex-banker in his mid-forties, now wellness influencer and author, originally from UP and living in Mumbai. He hadn’t married and was a fitness freak who never indulged in dessert. Yet, he would listen almost captivated when she recounted the culinary trysts of her day.


‘Don’t you make laddoos?’ he had asked her, dead earnest.


‘No, of course not. I make cakes…European desserts. You’ll get laddoos anywhere. My stuff is…like speciality, high end.’ She’d replied in a huff.


Rohan’s idea of food was a bit like a caveman’s. He ate mostly fruits, raw vegetables, nuts and grains. ‘Limited seasoning and low salt,’ was his motto.


‘Don’t you ever indulge?’ She’d laughed. ‘God, with more people like you around I’d have to close shop.’


They had had a little bit of a tiff on stage the first time, he had taken exception to some of her refutes to his observations on wellness.


‘I doubt very much,’ she had said to him, ‘that in the long run wellness can come from slowly starving pleasure out of our lives. The good things in life are not always so bad as you might like to think.’
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