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      This book is like entering a tunnel. It goes from dark to darker, until you emerge into the light. I’d strongly urge you to read the stories in the order they are in to enjoy and experience the tales as they are meant to be.

      Happy reading!
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            Parvathy’s Well

          

        

      

    

    
      She loved staring into the well those long, lazy summer afternoons. The sticky heat, the low buzzing of the flies, the trees that swayed in the occasional breeze, would all lull her into a strange stupor. She'd throw little stones into the well and watch the concentric ripples with a mild fascination. Her imagination would make up little stories about fantastical creatures that lived under the water. She'd wonder if they were watching her, just as she was watching them... a thin veil of water separating the two worlds. Perhaps, some were quite amiable; wanting to be friends, to laugh and play with her... or perhaps they were monstrous beasts - hungry, salivating, waiting for one misstep to swallow her whole. She'd laugh at her fancies, and chuck a load of pebbles, watching the splashes with delight. At nine, life was a comforting routine of school, a home with Amma1 and Appa2, two brothers, and her vast garden overgrown with dense foliage, hidden amongst which was her special, mysterious well.

       It had become almost routine to spend her afternoons by its side. Appa would be at work. Her brothers worked in the city. Amma would give her a light lunch of rasam3 and rice, and then pat her on the head absently and say, “Go and play, molé4.” Obligingly, Parvathy would take her miniature wooden truck and the doll with the missing arm into the garden and while away those afternoons daydreaming. Speculating about the world that lay beneath that cool, still water. A magical world where anything was possible.

       She was a shy girl of few words. A late, surprise entrant into the world, she seemed almost to apologise for her existence. After all, Amma and Appa's family had been complete till she decided to appear. Her brothers had been in their late teens and profoundly embarrassed. Her father had viewed her as an inconvenience. Only Amma seemed to want her... and then not.

       Parvathy curled a tendril of her hair around her finger. She could remember the hugs and the kisses. Being gently rocked to sleep. Yet, that too had faded over time. Amma was always busy. Trying to feed and care for three grown men seemed to leave her no time for the slight, anxious girl who always hovered in the shadows.

       A ripple of laughter erupted from the house. Mohan uncle must have arrived. Like the well, the house and her family, he was another constant in her life. He came most weeks to deliver merchandise for Appa. Some days he came in the evening, and all the men would sit and drink hot sweetened cups of tea, and polish off plates of freshly fried pakoras.5 Other days he'd come in the afternoons. He was well liked by the family. He was Amma's distant cousin, on her father's side. Tall and broad shouldered with a big black moustache, he had the whitest smile Parvathy had ever seen. Even Amma seemed calmer, almost happier, in his presence.

       She wanted to go in and mutter a shy hello as she had sometimes done. He always laughed and pulled her towards him. Then with a flourish he would produce a sweet out of his pocket and present it to her. Amma would smile at these exchanges and Parvathy would squirm with happiness. Of late, however, she could sense that Amma was not happy if she came in unannounced. Once Amma had said quite sternly, “Molé6, I told you to play outside. You must not interrupt adult talk.”

      Parvathy never did again. She would often hear snippets of conversations inadvertently. Sometimes Amma would sigh, other times giggle. Once she looked like she'd been weeping. Mohan uncle reminded her of home... of her family, her brothers and sisters she'd had to leave behind at sixteen when she'd been married off to Appa. Parvathy was happy that at least Amma had not lost all contact with her family. The distance between the villages was so great that Amma hadn't been to see them in six years. She had to make do with the sporadic letters and the tidbits that Mohan uncle brought her.

       A drum roll of thunder startled her out of her thoughts. Two fat drops of rain fell on her arm. She licked them off in excitement. It was the first of the rains heralding the arrival of the monsoon. The gentle drizzle turned into a heavy downpour within minutes. Parvathy snatched her doll and ran inside. She was soaked through. She grabbed a towel and started to dry her hair. Quickly she undressed and leaving the sodden pile on the floor pulled an old, faded dress off the peg. It was then that she heard it. The sound was something between a snort and a grunt.

       She peered into the living room but there was no one to be seen. The merchandise lay on the floor abandoned. The clipboard and pen lay next to it, inventory half done. Two cups of barely drunk tea sat forlornly on the little side table.

       In a panic, her eyes cast around for her mother. Where was Amma? Then she heard it again. That odd sound coming from her mother's room. The door was shut. She didn't dare open it for fear of finding some alien creature behind it. Instead, she carefully and quietly clambered on to the table propped next to the wall and peered in through the little mesh window.

       Parvathy nearly screamed in horror. She had to clamp her hand over her mouth and steady herself. It looked like her mother was being assaulted by a boar. Her eyes were closed and her hair swanned around her head like a fan. Her saree7 had been pushed up to her waist. The creature, whose back was covered in black fur, was holding her down and pushing, pushing into her. He grunted as he collapsed on her. Her mother opened her eyes and wept. Parvathy nearly seized the knife from the kitchen to go attack the beast.

       Then the strangest thing happened. Her mother smiled and cradled the creature's face and kissed it. Her heart knocking wildly against her rib cage, Parvathy lowered herself hastily. She ran to the toilet and retched till there was nothing left but her heaving empty stomach. She stayed in her room all afternoon feigning a headache, her mind still reeling from the shocking image of her mother and that repugnant monster.

       The next few days she watched her mother silently. Her shadowy presence was as insubstantial as ever but now there was a subversive purpose to her stalking. She was convinced her mother had been possessed by an evil entity. What else could explain that bizarre, horrific scene she had unwittingly witnessed?

       She noticed now, how different Amma was in Appa's presence. She was quiet and timid, a docile wife, barely speaking unless spoken to. Her brothers too treated her with a quiet condescension that she bore smilingly. Yet, in their absence, she was a different person. Always humming and laughing. Preening in front of the mirror. Oiling her thick, beautiful hair. Putting kohl in her doe-like eyes. Trying on different sarees till she found a favourite. Aligning the dot just right on her forehead.

       She now shrank from her mother's touch, and withdrew even further from her. This was not her mother! Not the woman who had birthed her. How could it be? This was some sort of abomination. A parasite from the netherworld sucking all the love and goodness out of her birth mother.

       Her mind was made up. Too scared to approach Appa, she put a letter in his shirt pocket before he left for work, detailing all that she had seen and heard.

       That afternoon as she played with her doll, she heard an unearthly wailing emerging from the house. She ran in to be confronted with Appa yanking at Amma's hair as she screamed in agony. Mohan uncle was hastily tidying up the merchandise, his shirt falling open to reveal his hairy chest. Her brothers stood by the door, shocked and uncomprehending.

       For a brief instant, her mother's eyes met hers - anguished and pleading. Parvathy shuddered as Amma was dragged away.

       It was a tense evening with little food and no conversation. Her stomach churned all night. She slept fitfully. Her dreams were strange and terrifying. She longed to crawl into bed with Amma and cling to her. At last, exhausted, she fell into a deep sleep.

       She awoke late the next morning. The police were already there. The well had been sealed off. Parvathy's last glimpse of her precious well was of a doll with no arm floating placidly, entangled in a deep crimson saree.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Two

          

          
            Lajjo

          

        

      

    

    
      6am: The cacophony of the birds is louder this morning. One jarring squawk crashes into another, building into a tuneless crescendo. I try to fall back to sleep, to no avail. The room feels oppressive; the air stale. Spring is slowly giving way to Summer, and the heat is insidiously stretching its tentacles into the early morning hours. I grab my scarf from the floor, and wrap it around me, swinging my legs reluctantly off the bed.

      She grunts and turns, farting softly in her sleep. The bile rises in my throat, my stomach heaves and I rush outside, retching quietly into a pretty flowerbed.

      The early morning rays have lent the garden an ethereal glow. Dewdrops glisten on the leaves as I hastily nudge some soil onto my pale, watery vomit. The neighbour's dog barks, immediately setting off all the locality strays. Their chorus has a lone soprano whose unearthly howl is interrupted by the elderly chowkidar1, who bangs his stick impatiently and shouts “BE QUIET!!!” Silence, then a howl as stick connects with backside... and the strays run helter skelter...

      I breathe deeply. The air is fresher outside. The day's smog is yet to penetrate the atmosphere. I look down at my work roughened hands. They shake slightly. I take another breath and try to focus.

      I walk back into the room and find her eyes concentrated on me. Grey, rheumy, needy. She indicates she requires help getting up. I turn away, pretending not to notice. I walk to the kitchen and start preparing the first of the many cups of chai 2that will be demanded of me.

       

      8am: The flowers and the sweets are arriving in a steady stream. I feel like a marionette, strings jerking me everywhere.

      “Lajjo come here”, “Lajjo put this away...not there, you silly girl...there!”, “Lajjo, make me another cup of tea”, “Lajjo, Lajjo, Lajjo” rings in my ears constantly.

      “Yes memsahib3”, I murmur dutifully, “Yes sahib4.”

      A courier whistles at me appreciatively. I have no time to even register his look. Sweat dampens my armpits, and I know I smell foul. This salwar kameez 5hasn't been washed in a few days, and the synthetic fibres keep absorbing and retaining every odour they have ever come in contact with - from the lamb curry two nights ago, to the onion bhajis6 I'm frying right now.

       

      10am: The house guests are finally awake. They keep talking about something called jet lag. London is very far away they tell me. It took them nine hours to get here. I shrug. It takes me twice as long to get to my village. I still wake up at 5am to milk the cows.

      Priya, their little one, barely six, comes and cuddles with me. I hug her back. Her eyes are still full of sleep, and her ponytail is askew. She reminds me of Rani, my sister. I miss her desperately, and Priya's affection is scant consolation at times.

      Her sister walks in and eyes me warily. I cannot imagine what she has seen or guessed at, but she never lets her guard down. I overcompensate by hugging her with equal ferocity. She wriggles away.

      “Mahi, are you hungry? Some biscuits with your milk? Would you like cornflakes?”

      She nibbles at her toast, barely drinking her milk and turning away from the biscuits. The child is too thin. Why don't they feed her enough? At her age I could walk miles to fetch water. She is barely able to walk to the kitchen.

       

      12noon: Everyone is finally awake. Last night's drinks have ebbed into this morning's hangovers. Coffees, teas, more coffees. The Ayah (Usha) from next door comes to give me a hand. She chats incessantly. My attention wanders, but I can't help but be riveted by stories of ‘Baby’, the seventeen year old wild child next door. She has a drug habit and an abortion that's been hushed up. The father is at his wits' end and the mother is seeking spiritual enlightenment in an Ashram. We smile conspiratorially. High society and low society often have similar problems. I can think of a few wild ones from my village too, as can Usha. We get on with our work.

      I re enter my room and help the old woman up. She stares at me reproachfully. She has wet herself. The smell of urine and sweat make me gag. I shove her into the bathroom and quickly strip off the bedding. She sits there incontinent and incoherent. I bathe her rapidly, trying not to touch her paper thin flaccid skin.

      She hums to herself while I comb her hair. I catch snatches of an old Hindi song. I'm finishing up when memsahib enters.

      “Lajjo, is Mama ready?” The old woman beside me stiffens. Memsahib prattles on. “Oh good. All nice and fresh, Mama? Bring her out, will you? She can sit with the guests for a while.”

      The old woman's dislike for her daughter-in-law is legendary. She was the woman who stole her beloved son. But sahib never bothers with his mother. He barely even sees her, just as his father before him never did. Memsahib, for all her faults, makes sure the old lady is fed and taken care of. Not that she forgets to remind her husband of this fact every so often, ever so subtly.

       

      2pm: I sweat over the chapattis.7 The kitchen is like a furnace. There is no fan and when a bead of sweat falls into the potato curry, I just stir it in.

      More guests have arrived and they are too busy regaling each other with stories to notice me. I keep replenishing their plates, and the London memsahib is the only one who thanks me.

      Raj bhai8 has just woken up, and he is tickling Priya who is giggling uncontrollably. I almost drop the dish I'm holding. Sahib's voice is like a whiplash, “You idiot! You nearly ruined our Persian carpet!”

      The London memsahib, they call her Juju, takes it out of my hands and places it on the table. She is pretty and she is kind. I see how Raj bhai watches her when she is unaware. Her husband, pot bellied, with a pug like face, is too busy talking stocks and shares with his uncle, my sahib. He doesn't care enough to notice their little flirtation.

       

      3:30pm: The last of the dirty dishes have been cleaned and put away. I've scarcely lain down and I hear a whisper. I open my eyes warily to see Juju memsahib smiling down at me apologetically.

      “Lajjo, I hope you don't mind... I know it's an imposition... You've been so busy…”

      Yes, yes... get on with it, I feel like saying, arranging my face into polite curiosity.

      “Auntie wants me to go to the salon with her.... I really can't refuse... Would you keep an eye on the girls for me…?”

      I nod and smile. Maybe there will be an extra 100 rupees in it for me, I think churlishly, while they spend 1000’s getting prettified.

      The children sit watching loud garish cartoons, while I doze fitfully. Priya lies next to me, smelling all flowery and fresh, my rancid smell covering her.

       Mahi sits at a distance, watching the screen, and her sister in equal measures.

      I dip in and out of strange, disconcerting dreams. My mother is in one of them. Not as I saw her last; laid out on the funeral pyre, dressed in her bright red wedding saree, the bindi9 and the ash covering her entire forehead, as my father stood ready to light her up. No, she is younger: still well, still happy. Singing to me as she sews a button on my shirt. Then, just as suddenly, she's gone. To be replaced by the sharp tongued harpy my father married, who is now singing to her daughter, as I wash the floor. I weave in and out of consciousness, feeling a hand on my thigh... and then not... I whimper, and then am completely awake. Priya is asleep and Mahi watches me with her measured gaze.

      

      5pm: The marquee has been put up and the caterers are arriving. The air is heavy with the scent of marigolds. Sahib is directing the men to lay out the stalls in a particular order. Memsahib is talking to the wedding planner.

      “Roshni, I want a good mix of music.... Bollywood, yes, but more western... Madonna, Rihanna... you know…”

      The bemused wedding planner is nodding at the instructions.

      There are lights everywhere, and the band that will escort Raj bhai on his mare are making themselves comfortable in the corner, with their refreshments. They'll need a lot of samosas 10for stamina.

      I feel a bit sick and sweaty, and the sudden trickle of blood between my legs doesn't help.

      I catch Raj bhai's eye as he comes out of his room. He winks at me. I look away, and when I look back, he's gone.

      The evening is a blur of activity. I iron shirts and sarees and dresses for the little girls. I coax the old woman into the living room where she sits like a grand old Buddha, belching lightly into the air. The men laugh, smoke and crack open bottles of whiskey. The women float about in their chiffons and their diamonds in a cloud of expensive perfumes.

      I finally get to the bathroom, and turn on the tap to fill my bucket. I examine my naked body meanwhile. The breasts are beginning to sag. After all, I am not that young anymore. Twenty eight and I have spied my first grey hair. Not on my head but there. Nestling there so comfortably, as though it's always belonged. A sob catches in my throat. But I wash myself, scrubbing vigorously, till I have emptied my mind and heart.

      The homemade pad sits awkwardly between my legs, chafing my thighs as I walk. I smell fresh though... a bit like the jasmine flowers I've put in my hair.

       

      8:30pm: The pounding in my head seems to be in rhythm with the music outside. The wedding procession is almost ready to leave. The band is blaring out a brand new hit Bollywood number with great gusto... The extended family is dancing, drunk on the moment... this great joyous moment of the union of two families. And what a union it is! Two big players joining forces... Two major Industrialists coming together... What a merger! What a marriage!

      Raj bhai looks very dapper in his sherwani11 and turban. Juju memsahib is melting under his gaze. Her hand hovers a little too long on his lapel, and then with a laugh and a blush she moves on. He pulls the curtain of flowers down over his face. Someone helps him up on the mare. There is a lot of cheering and hooting. The wedding procession starts its slow march. Not far to go. After all, the bride lives just two streets away.

      I watch them leave. No one notices me. Or so I think. Then I look around to see Mahi's eyes on me. There is curiosity and a smidgen of sympathy. But my answering gaze is savage, and alarmed, she runs to join her mother.

       

      9pm: After all the frenzied activity of the last week, the sudden quiet is a welcome respite. I can still hear them in a distance... but it is fading...

      They won't be back till later. Much later. And tomorrow, it'll start again. Might as well enjoy the peace.

      The old woman sits in the room patiently, waiting to be fed. I mash the rice and potato curry, and feed her absently, watching the latest episode of my favourite soap opera. I like the family dramas. All the women are so beautiful and the men so handsome. I like the way the camera zooms back again and again to their faces as they say something dramatic. I don't particularly like the cat-eyed, cunning one. That's the trouble maker. She reminds me of my step mother. There, she's lying again... lying to save her skin... and get the heroine into trouble. I gasp at the cheek of it! I hear an answering gasp from the old lady. I turn to her, surprised at her interest.

      She is turning blue. At first I don't understand. And then I do. I watch frozen, as she keels over, ever so slowly… just like they do in my soaps. There are grains of rice still stuck to the corners of her mouth. I wait for some kind of a dying declaration. But none comes. The air is heavy with her silence.

      I look at her lying there; so fat, so old, so dead, and start to laugh. My shoulders shake helplessly, and I double up. My stomach hurts as I laugh and I laugh and I laugh.

      I laugh till tears stream down my face.
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            Scorched

          

        

      

    

    
      Muthuswamy:

       The sweat trickles down between the valley of her pubescent breasts like a little tributary feeling its pull towards a larger ocean. My eyes follow its progress greedily, till I feel her gaze upon me and hastily avert mine.

      “Saras, get me a cool drink! I am about to die here.”

      My wife dutifully fetches me the drink, while I covertly watch her fourteen-year-old sister through half lidded eyes.

      There is little respite from the heat on a May afternoon, and lying on the verandah in my rocking chair, I fan myself vigorously. The perspiration pools under my armpits, and a rancid odour rises up to meet my nostrils. The flies buzz in a soporific rhythm, lulled into a dull acquiescence. I swat the occasional mosquito away, pretending to doze, all the while scrutinising her.

      She is not beautiful. She is dark and thin. Her lower lip protrudes, giving her sulky visage an ill-tempered hue. Yet, there is something so tempting, so very attractive about her. She is like a mango on the threshold of ripeness. Waiting to be plucked off the tree. Waiting for someone to bite into it, letting its sweet and sour juices run unfettered over the chin.

      It has been a while since I felt this way. My wife arouses no ardour in me anymore. She is always busy around the child, fussing and spoiling and cajoling ad nauseam. I am so very bored of her, and of this tedium of married life. There has been no excitement in my life for a while now. I rise early, bathe, eat a breakfast of yogurt and rice, and head to the shop. I work hard, and profitably. I return home to tea and pakora1, and a dinner of rice, sambhar2 and pappadum3. She chatters to me incessantly about her day that is filled with inconsequential tasks. She gossips about the neighbourhood women. I half listen, and then turn in as quickly as I can.

      Sometimes we make love, if I can be bothered, and if she isn't feigning a headache. It is a quick fumble and a half hearted attempt at intimacy. Occasionally, I get a glimpse of the loneliness in my soul, and hastily avert my gaze.

       

      Pushpalata:

      He is always watching me. Creepy old man. I have never liked him. Not when Appa4 introduced him to the family. Not when Amma5 approved of him as a potential suitor for her darling daughter. And definitely not when Akka6, beautiful, intelligent, can-do-no-wrong Akka, decided that this would be the man who would keep her in comfort for the rest of her life. I barely attended the wedding then, truculently hiding up a tree, lured down only by the promise of hot gulab jamans. 7

      It's been five years since the grand wedding. She often comes to visit. More to show off her heavy Kanjeevaram sarees8, and gold bangles that he buys her with monotonous regularity. They sit and chat in the front room, Amma and her, bonding over their love of all things shiny and new. I lurk in the background, as I always have.

      Now, they have left me in her care. Amma and Appa off to Rameswaram on pilgrimage for a month. And here I am, sweltering in the month of May, in this capacious cavern of a house, with no trees to climb nor books to read.

      There is the child though. He is so beautiful. Every time I look at him, my heart melts a little. He still has his baby curls, and a dimple on his left cheek. He smiles and holds up his arms to me, and is happiest when I carry him around on my hip, which is often. Akka has coolly designated me the child minder. Perhaps she can sense my love for him. She doesn't trust too many people with his care. I can spend hours with him playing peek-a-boo and listening to his delighted giggles. He sleeps with me in the afternoons, clutching at my blouse with one hand, sucking his thumb with the other. I run my fingers through his hair, smoothening the unruly curls, breathing in his warm baby smell.

      Then I feel the eyes on me and shudder.

       

       Saraswathi:

      I cannot abide the girl. Sullen and ungrateful brat that she is. Never a smile on her face. It's almost as though she belongs to another family. Amma and Appa are so gracious. Such lovely, genteel people. I have always been compared to Appa's mother, a renowned beauty of her time. I have Amma's grace and fluidity.

      Why, my Bharatanatyam 9had been so faultless that my teacher was absolutely devastated that I did not take it up professionally! I had so many options ahead of me. Yet, I had known all along, that all I wanted in life was to be a homemaker. To take care of my husband and children. To have a house that was the envy of all my peers. I have all this, and more.

      The girl, however, is a thorn in my side. Who can believe she is from the same gene pool? She has neither beauty nor grace. Not even good manners to hide her shortcomings. I have seen so many of my friends do a double take when I introduce her as my sister. So often I've joked that we picked her up from an orphanage.

      It's only been a week of having her under the roof and already I feel irritated. My husband barely speaks to her, and when he does she responds in mono syllables. Ungrateful wretch! Can she not at least be polite to the man who's feeding and housing her?

      The only consolation is that my baby likes her. He follows her around like a little lamb. It gives me some respite. Motherhood can be so challenging. Much as I love him, I need some time for myself too.

      “Pushpa, come and get him, no? He needs his milk.” She comes and scoops him up in her arms, and he giggles delightedly. I watch, slightly vexed by the scene.

      Vaikaasi Visaakam10 is but a few weeks away. I have so much to prepare. My friends and I will visit all the temples to pray for the celestial union of our Lord Murugan and his consort Valli. New sarees to buy. Perhaps a gold chain too? Ah, but this heat! The fans offer no succour. I barely move out of the periphery of the breeze and my blouse is soaked through. Perhaps I will join my husband on the verandah. After all, a Sunday afternoon in the companionship of one's beloved spouse is surely the recipe for a good marriage.

       

      Pushpalata:

      An odour of raw onions assails my nostrils before his rough, callused hand closes over my mouth.

      “Shhhh!!!” He whispers urgently, while I struggle vainly, trying to gasp for breath. He is too heavy for me and his body pins me to the bed.

      “Nothing to be scared of dear,” he coaxes, “just a bit of loving…”

      I try to bite upon his hand but he laughs and then wallops me with his other hand. I am stunned into immobility, and in no time he has pushed my legs apart, and is assaulting me in my private region. I whimper in pain, and his hand comes down on my mouth again. I shut my eyes to the depraved pleasure on his face.

      It seems to carry on for an eternity. Then when he grunts and collapses on me, I know it is finally over. The child sleeps innocently unaware by my side, while the father lies spent atop me.

      Suddenly he wakes up to his surroundings, and is off me like a bolt of lightening.

      “Don't say a word,” he cautions. “This… this is between us, alright? No one need know. No one will believe you anyway. So keep quiet, and all will be well…”

      He waits for my nod before he creeps out of the room as quietly as he came in.

      Waves of nausea wash upon me. I turn on my side and am sick almost immediately. The baby awakes and starts to cry. I cry alongside.

       

      Muthuswamy:

      I feel scared and ashamed. She is only a child, and what I have done is tantamount to rape. I could be arrested for this. I could lose everything. How stupid could I be? Is it the heat that addled my senses?

      Only, seeing her lying there, her skirt ridden up to her waist, abandoned to sleep, I could not resist myself. I replay it scene for scene in my mind, and cannot help but feel a delicious shiver of forbidden pleasure.

      What if I am found out? Will she tell? I could deny everything. They would believe me, would they not? I wipe the sweat off my brow and think. I have to warn her… threaten her if I must.

      I hear the wailing coming from her room and hurry before anyone else hears.

      She is cleaning up her mess. The baby is sitting up on the bed, crying. He senses my eyes upon him and is momentarily quiet, before breaking into a fresh wail. She looks up slowly at me. There is a vacant blankness in her eyes, and in that instant I know I am safe.

       

       Saraswathi:

      I do believe the girl has developed a crush on my husband. She is always watching him. I have noticed how she shivers as he passes her. Oh, for goodness’ sake! Does she really think he'll pay her the slightest bit of attention, ugly mangy thing that she is?

      And all that moping around. As though the sky was about to cave in. I have tried asking her if she's missing Amma but she doesn't answer. Just stares into space, pretending as though I don't exist. I am really quite fed up with her. Another few weeks and I will be rid of her. Cannot wait.

      Dearest husband though has been so very generous again. In fact, more than generous. The gold chain he has bought me must at least be 5 tolahs.11 I cannot wait to display it on pooja 12day. The wretched tailor is late making the blouse again. He says I have put on weight. What rubbish! He is merely trying to save the extra cloth for his collection. As though I do not know his thieving ways.

      I try to cuddle the baby who pushes me away. He lisps the girl’s name. I cannot believe it! Is she trying to supplant me in my child’s affections too? I hug him to me forcibly, ignoring his yelp of discomfort. He smells of curdled milk. I call out to the girl to give him a bath. She might as well make herself useful.

       

      Pushpalata:

      I feel as though I am in the depths of a nightmare from which I cannot awaken. I feel so far removed from the minutiae of life. I carry on because I must. I have no recourse.

      Akka is delegating extra work to me and it is a relief. I keep my hands busy and my mind emptied. I stay as far away from him as I can. His very presence terrifies me. But I watch him closely. I wedge the chair under the door handle every day and every night. He will not catch me unaware again. I sleep little and eat even less. I feel myself shrinking. I am trying to disappear, till I become so tiny. Like a little dot that no one will ever find.

      The child knows I am not right. He follows me around even more. He tries to make me smile now, playing peek-a-boo with his little pudgy hands. He clings to me and tries to infuse my body with his baby warmth. I cannot respond.

       

      Muthuswamy:

      She has not said a word, and finally, I am able to relax. At first my nerves were on razor's edge. All at once the things I had taken for granted: my home, my family, the good name of my ancestors lay at the mercy of the girl's tongue. I could not believe how I had let a moment's ill judgement jeopardise all that was valuable and secure.

      Slowly, however, I have allowed myself to breathe. I watch her surreptitiously though. She is like a puppet going through the motions, and a part of me feels sorry for her. The one time my gaze locked into hers, it was like peering into an abyss.

      The strands of temptation start to coil around me unbidden. I cannot erase the memory of that snatched afternoon and yearn for more. My arousal grows as I watch her do the chores, bathe the child, and comb my wife's hair. Mundane tasks that have no eroticism to them per se, except for what her frail body imbues them with.

      My mind starts to plan a dozen scenarios. I convince myself that she really wants me. Why else has she not spoken out?

      I have tried the handle on her door a few times, but the little minx is keeping it shut somehow. How and where to corner her? I scratch myself languorously, wondering.

       

      Saraswathi:

      My saree weighs a ton and I find it difficult navigating through the masses of devotees in it. The sun is burning a hole in my back, and the jasmine flowers in my hair are limp and have lost their perfume along the way. My friends and I are being jostled along in the crowd and suddenly the oppressive heat, the myriad odours and the lack of air make me feel quite faint. I stumble and lose my footing in the throng. A few hands help me up. I feel one snaking around my neck, but before I can cry out, the chain is yanked forcibly off me. I scream. A few people look. Someone laughs, and everything goes black.

      When I come to, I feel a glass of water at my lips. My friends mill around me, looking worried. I am sitting in a cool corner of the temple. I can hear the chants emanating from the main hall. I grope around my neck to startled exclamations from the insipid women around me. Of course it's not there! The thief saw his chance and took it. I lean my head back against the cold stone wall. Lata goes into hysterics.

      “Aiyyo Murugan13!! What is the world coming to if a woman is not safe even in a place of worship? Such a beautiful chain that was! Oh Saras, what are you going to do?”

      I collect myself, even as they calm her down. I need to go home. They want to accompany me, but I balk at that. I have to face the music alone. The thought of it makes me go quite pale, but I reassure them and hurry out.

      The front door is shut, and I let myself in quietly. All I want to do is lay on my bed and sleep my worries away. I splash some water on my face, and then examine myself in the mirror. My face looks serene and composed as always, not revealing the turmoil inside. I hear what sounds like a laugh from the backyard and ignore it at first. Then curiosity overcomes me, and I head in its direction.

      I wonder if my face is quite as composed as they both look up from their coupling to see me standing there. He looks shocked… and she, the little viper, looks at me blankly. The baby is watching them curiously. I shoot them both a savage look and turn on my heel in such anger that I nearly trip myself up again. A wild hot rage pulsates through me, and I turn around and spit out, “You… you little bitch! I want you out of my house now. NOW!” I scream and run inside, tears streaming down my face. He follows in pursuit.

       

      Pushpalata:

      “Akka!” I cry. I want to explain. I need to tell her the truth, but I fall silent as I remember the contempt in her eyes. I start to shiver.

      The sun beats down mercilessly upon the small patch of grass and the few plants that surround it. My pitiful attempts to beautify the sorry patch remain just that. The shovel and the spade lay propped on the side, and the flower pot lies broken in the struggle that I had soon lost. The weeds are peering out from behind the uneven rocks that determine the border of the garden.

      I listen but hear nothing. Nothing but for the occasional crow that ventures out in the afternoon. I start tidying the pot by setting it upright and scooping the mud back into it. My hands search for things to do while my ears reverberate with the finality of her words. I attack the weeds with a vicious ferocity. Yank. Pull. Set aside. Yank. Pull. Set aside.

      The child waddles up to me. He tries to pluck at my skirt. I shoo him off. He retreats. He returns a moment later with his ball. “Atthai!14 Atthai…” He lisps.

      He wants me to play. I shake my head and carry on weeding. He starts to cry, pulling and pulling at my skirt. I push him aside with as much force as I can muster. I hear his cry but ignore it. My ears are still ringing with Akka’s words.

      Suddenly I feel something warm and sticky under my feet, and notice belatedly that it is blood. The child lies motionless on his side, the ball still grasped loosely in one hand, a red pool spreading thickly under his head. I look up at the sky. A lone crow swoops down low, and then flies away.

      I watch it leave till it is a mere speck in the sky.
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      It was another hot, sticky day of July. The fan spun lazily above our heads, making no noticeable difference to the humidity. Summer was loath to give up its stranglehold over Delhi; while Monsoon hovered threateningly on the outskirts. So we perspired into our usual uniform of safari suits and waited patiently for the inevitable.

      Our department wasn't that big. There was Bhambri, Kulbhushan, Lata, Jagannath (Jaggu) and I. Lata, being the only woman amongst us, would charm us into doing her share of the work, while she sipped her cups of chai,1 and exclaimed over the love lives of the film stars in Stardust magazine.

      We were a happy family of sorts. Each of our roles defined. Who would get the samosas2 today? Who would order the chai? There was always enough gossip to occupy us. The other departments were larger and had a cross section of characters we loved dissecting.

      Life had been smooth sailing till Narang had arrived. Tall, very thin and very young. His turban would sometimes sit askew on his head, undermining all the authority he wanted to project.

      “Arré yaar! Kahaan se aa jaate hai yeh kal ke chhokre!3 Teaching us our jobs, eh?” Bhambri said through his paan4 stained mouth.

      I laughed, of course. Kal ka chhokra. Born yesterday? Appropriate.

      We were having our usual morning moan about Narang.

      It had barely been a month since Narang had arrived as the Manager. He had made his intentions clear at the very outset. He was going to tighten the screws on this department. No more corruption. No more laziness. No more endless cups of chai and gossip. Oh no, Sirree! This was going to be a very tight ship indeed; with a very wet behind the ears Captain at the helm.

      We’d sniggered into our cups. They all started out that way. New brooms and all. How soon it petered out depended on how much passive resistance we put up and the moral fibre of the individual in question.

      “A month, tops,” muttered Lata.

      Well, that month was nearly over, and Narang showed no signs of backing off.

      “Hitler has nothing on this guy!” said Jaggu. “Day after day, noses to the grindstone. He looks at each and every tender, man.”

      “Let him look,” said Kulbhushan. "Physically impossible long term. Kab tak karega5? How long will it last? He'll have to start relying on us soon enough. Then the dry spell is over."

      Yes, the dry spell was wreaking havoc on our finances. Our basic salaries had always been supplemented with the kickbacks that we received from our clients. What in our Delhi parlance was known as “chai-paani6”. It was custom. No one questioned it. Each time a tender was submitted, it came with a box of sweetmeats. Inside the box was an envelope stuffed with sufficient (or insufficient) Rupees 500 notes. Depending on the merits of the box, and the tender (but naturally), the contract would be awarded to the highest bidder. There were losers, of course. But, in my opinion, there were more winners.

      Jaggu perched a tea cosy on his head, and adopting Narang's giraffe like gait, started pacing up and down the room. He frowned at us, and in a deep voice intoned,

      “There is no place for corruption in this office. We are all paid a salary to do our jobs. We must do it honestly and to the best of our abilities…”

      At this point, the tea cosy slipped off Jaggu's head, and we all fell about laughing.

      I was the first one to catch his eye. I stood up hastily.

      “Good Morning Sir.”

      “Good Morning,” he said quietly. “I hope you are all having a very good one.”

      Lata blushed and started reorganising her files. Bhambri chewed on his paan thoughtfully. Only Jaggu, the halfwit, still stood grinning, tea cosy in hand.

      “There is a very large tender coming in today. An Italian company. I'd like you to have a look at it.”

      He looked at me. “Once you've checked out the details, I want a report in my office. 4pm sharp.”

      He turned and left as silently as he had come in.

      “Bloody Narang!” Jaggu exploded. “At least he could have the good grace to be a bit noisy. Your day is a write off, man. Chal7, better get to work. Lataji, forget about the samosas and Sridevi. Get to work madam…”

      Lata gave him a withering look and took out her nail varnish and planted it with a thwack on the table.

      

      My day was spent poring over the fine print. The heat had dulled my senses and several times I had to go back and re read the previous page. My armpits were wet and my brow dripped sweat. I worked out the numbers in my head. I had always been good at numbers. Something didn't add up. I worked it out again. Then I looked for my underused calculator. It still didn't add up.

      “Bhambri?” He looked up at me questioningly. “There's something amiss with this tender, yaar8. Figures aren't adding up. Will you have a look for me?”

      He waddled over obligingly. Ten minutes later, he looked up, his eyes gleaming.

      “What? What? Did you figure it out?”

      He smiled and took out another paan from the little box he carried with him. Excruciatingly slowly, he placed it in his mouth. Then he grinned, revealing his blackened incisors.

      “This is it, Chopra. This is our meal ticket.”

      He said it so softly, that at first, I nearly didn't catch it. It was obvious that he didn't want the other three to hear.

      “Meal ticket? What do you mean?”

      “Look at the names.”

      I did. Nobody I knew. There were a few Non Resident Indians in there and some Italians. Quattrochi, Gattuccio, Farfaglia. They all sounded like pasta to me anyway.

      He wiggled his eyebrows at me. “This goes right to the top, Chopra. Right to the top. Narang doesn't know it yet, but the shit's going to hit the …” He looked up, contemplating the fan.

      My mind darted around putting the facts together. He caught my startled look with a smug one of his own.

      “And the figures?”

      “Who cares about the figures? So they don't add up. Arré9, we are small fry. The big kickbacks happen at the very top. What we get is chicken feed.”

      I knew this was true. But this time, could it be? After all, we were talking about the Prime Minister of the country. The same idealistic young man, who'd come into power on a tidal wave of sympathy after the assassination of his mother, the former PM. The one whose foreign wife had adopted India and its customs as her own.

      Surely not.

      But the figures told a different story.

      “What should I do?”

      “You must do your job. You must do it honestly, and to the best of your ability…” He deadpanned.

      I sat there, file in hand, mind spinning through the permutations of consequences this could unleash.

      Was Narang involved? I doubted it. He would hardly have handed a file of such importance to me so nonchalantly. If I took the facts to him as they were, he would have to take action. Either way, my responsibility ended there. He was my superior. Whatever happened next, it would be his head on the chopping block, not mine. Sometimes it was a comfort being at the bottom of the food chain.

      Bhambri watched me with a sly smile on his face. “You've worked it out, my friend. Either Narang joins the club, or gets thrown out of it. Win win.”

      

      4pm arrived too soon for my liking. I shut the door to Narang's office and waited inside patiently.

      The air conditioning whirred quietly in the background. Narang looked up from his desk coolly.

      “Have a seat, Mr Chopra. You have looked over the figures?”

      My forehead broke out in beads of sweat. I sat myself down reluctantly. The next half hour was spent explaining what I felt was so out of whack with this tender. Narang watched me steadily, his face betraying nothing.

      When I had finished, he leaned forward, and gently took the file out of my hands. He flipped through it, pausing at several points. My palms were sweaty. I couldn't wait to get out of his office. To get home and ask Asha, my happy, pretty wife of two years, to get me a tall Johnnie Walker on ice. He finally placed the file on the desk and looked at me.

      “What do you think we should do, Mr Chopra?”

      I shook my head to clear it. This wasn't part of the script. I should have been absolved of all responsibility when I handed the file over. Why was he asking me? Wasn't he paid to make the decisions around here?

      “Sir... I... I... really can't say.”

      “You know, Mr Chopra. I have always wondered about you. I didn't think you were like the others,” he flicked his head distastefully. “You are the worker bee of the lot, aren't you? You've just had the misfortune to be lumped with them.”

      I sat there staring back at him. He looked at me contemplatively. “Keep this between the two of us. Leave it with me to handle.”

      I stood up gratefully. This was not the best moment to tell him that Bhambri already knew.

       

      

      Life was routine for the next few weeks. The workload was heavy, and the rains, although threatening, never actually came. The air got muggier and our tempers got shorter.

      Thud! The files landed on the floor. Jaggu stood up in a rage.

      “Saalé, Kutté10! Bloody Dogs! Can't even provide an air conditioner for us. One bloody fan that is stuck at some prehistoric speed!!”

      He attacked the regulator with an alarming ferocity.

      “Jaggu! What are you doing?", screamed Lata. "You'll break it - and then we'll have no fan at all!”

      Kulbhushan looked over at him and laughed. “You should have asked for vacation, Jaggu. I am going tomorrow to Nainital. Myself, the wife and our three children. Ahhh... cool mountain air. Boating on the Naini lake. Who wants to be stuck in a stuffy office?”

      “Alright for some,” muttered Jaggu, picking up the files off the floor.

      Narang walked in and gestured to me. I could feel Bhambri's eyes on my back as I walked out.

      The last few weeks hadn't been kind to Narang. Lines had sprung up on his previously unlined face. He looked weary, and some might have said, he looked afraid.

      He didn't ask me to sit this time. Instead, he poured himself a cup of tea and then absently handed it to me. Toying with his pen, he scratched his nose and then cast around the room, as if he couldn't quite decide how to start this off.

      “They've asked me to quash it.”

      I knew what he was talking about. Of course I did. I still pretended ignorance.

      “Mr Chopra - that tender!” He twitched nervously. “Those figures... They've asked me... No, told me... to turn a blind eye. Suppress the file. Sort out the figures... that sort of thing…”

      I looked at him measuredly. Almost wearily, he shook his head. “I can't do it.”

      “Why not sir?” In spite of myself, I had grown to like him.

      “My conscience doesn't permit it, Mr Chopra. I have been brought up to believe in certain values. My family has followed the Gandhian ideology…” Here he smiled, catching my eye. “Yes, the irony doesn't escape me…”

      “But sir, these are powerful people. People at the top. What could you possibly do?”

      “I don't know. At this point, I honestly don’t.”

      The air conditioner hummed contentedly. Jaggu would have had a wonderful day in this office, I noted pointlessly, to myself.

      “What I am trying to say to you, Mr Chopra, is, that as far as those above me are concerned, only I came across the discrepancies. No one else was involved.”

      “Thank you, sir.” I backed out of his office gratefully. This worker bee had work to do.

       

      

      By Monday morning he was gone. His replacement was a dour old man named Chatterjee. Much to the relief of my colleagues, Chatterjee cared more about his home packed lunches than any work that did or didn't go on in the office.

      Pleasant and humdrum. Life was simple again.

      Narang's name never figured in the articles. But when The Indian Express and The Hindu blew the lid off the entire sordid B****s scandal, I knew who the whistleblower had been.

       The fallout was long and hard. The Ruling Party lost the the public's faith, and the subsequent elections. The Prime Minister, image tarnished, desperately tried to prove his innocence. It was not to be. He was assassinated a couple of years later on his campaign trail. The case dragged on and on for two decades. The body count of winners and losers piled up. Was justice ever served? Who knows. And who cares? Two generations down, B****s is a mere blot on India's inky history.

      As for Narang, we never heard from him again. I often wondered how his principles were holding up in our brutal, relentless world.

      Several years down the line, I did gather that Narang had migrated to America.

      America? Ha! His incorruptible soul would do well there.
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      She pushed him hard. He snapped back, “You are such a cry baby!” Sure enough, the tears were pooling in her eyes, her lip taking on a familiar quiver. Bindu stepped in quickly before the situation escalated.

      “Stop it, you two! It's always the same with you. Either make up or go home. We're not here to watch you fight. We are here to play.”

      Sparrow twisted her face, and looked away. She knew her tantrum would have to wait. Avinash looked abashed. He was getting to the age where playing with girls would soon be uncool. He was still too young to join the older boys who played cricket on the maidan1. Our group of five girls had accommodated him from the very start. For one, he wasn't rough-and-tumble like the other boys. For another, we felt sorry for him. Poor, motherless boy.

      It was only when Sparrow moved into the locality that the trouble had started. None of us really liked Sparrow. There was something very sly and shifty about her. Besides, she was permanently in a bad mood. But Mrs Kaul, Rupa's mum, had insisted we include her in all our games. Rupa was well liked in our group. Also, Sparrow's parents were their tenants. Consequently, Sparrow had become a little appendage to our crew. Barely tolerated, but there nevertheless.

      I turned my attention to the game. Heaven and Hell. Heaven was any raised surface you could climb onto, before being caught. Hell was being caught, and put in the unfortunate position of the catcher. It was going well today. Arshi and I were the last ones left, and Rupa, between fits of giggles was trying to get a hold of one of us.

      “Sonia, there there… Arshi, get on the wall quick.”

      The rest of them kept shouting instructions at us, till Rupa finally managed to grip the hem of my dress, and Arshi was declared the winner.

      “Hello uncle,” said Bindu, slightly startled. Sparrow's father had emerged quite suddenly behind her. His mad scientist look always made us uncomfortable.

      “How is it going?” He boomed. Sparrow ran and clung to him. We smiled politely. “Come upstairs for a drink children. You must be worn out… all this running around in the heat…”

      Since we had been playing on the street in front of their house, and intended to keep playing for a while, we had no choice. We followed him reluctantly.

      Rupa whispered, “A quick Rooh Afza2, and we'll leave. Promise.”

      We looked at her reproachfully. Baby, her sister, who was ever so slightly dim-witted, was the only one who grinned and nodded. Rupa could do no wrong in her eyes.

      

      Sparrow and her parents lived in the rather cramped two rooms that had been let out to them by Rupa's parents. They weren't rich. Not even solidly middle class like the rest of our families. Yet, the way Sparrow's mum had furnished her living quarters, you would be at a loss to bracket them into any particular class or caste. Fab India3 jostled with Khan Market 4purchases. The curtains were some kind of gauzy fabric that billowed in the breeze, but couldn't possibly give them any protection from the merciless Delhi heat. There was an undone air to the entire place, something that discomfited us. Us with our Rexine sofas, striped curtains and Sarojini Market5 bed covers. ‘Bohemians’ I had heard my mother mutter to my father sometime ago. I didn't know what that meant, but from the disapproving tone, I gathered it was something really bad.

      To look at Sparrow's mother though, you couldn't imagine her being anything bad. She was just too beautiful. Even us, as children, were dumbstruck in her presence. She was rather dark and played up her complexion in vivid vegetable colour textiles. Her large eyes were kohl lined and heavy lidded. She wore backless cholis6 and sarees slung so low on her waist to be positively indecent. (Rupa’s mother’s words, not mine). Her hair was long, thick and worn loose to her waist. She could have been an actress. She certainly had friends from the acting world who came to visit. What she was doing in our little suburban locality was a mystery, and the subject of much gossip amongst the plump, nondescript housewives that peopled our block.

      Those doe-like eyes were focussed on me in puzzlement right now. Oh! Right. I had forgotten to answer her question. I nodded quickly, not sure what I was agreeing to, and was handed a ham sandwich with a glass of the crimson sweet concoction that I could tell had only been bought to appease Sparrow and her friends. Somehow, Sparrow's mum, or Mitali aunty as mother had asked me to address her as, didn't seem like a Rooh Afza sort of person.

      When she turned her back, I quickly took the ham out of the sandwich and hid it in the potted plant. I was a Brahmin and couldn't eat meat, least of all pig meat. Rupa caught my eye and giggled.

      “So, girls, have you played nicely today?” Mitali aunty probed gently. Her eyes fell on Avinash and she said apologetically, “and you, Avinash. I could hear you out there, laughing and running about. It must have been fun, na?”

      “Yes aunty,” chirped Baby. “We played pitthu, oonch neech ka papda, kho kho7 and Heaven and Hell. So much fun. No school for another three weeks. So mummy allows us to play for longer. We have mostly done our holiday homework too.”

      She seemed to be laughing at us as she asked, “And what holiday homework did you get?”

      An hour passed with us discussing our homework. Then Bindu decided to display the latest Kathak moves she had learnt at school. We all danced to an Amitabh Bachchan 8song, and finally Sparrow's dad brought out his guitar, and Mitali aunty sang a sad, sweet English song about love that none of us much understood.

       

      

      “It was nice, haina9?” Arshi asked me as we walked back together.

      “Yes, it was. I like Mitali aunty. She is so pretty and kind. Sparrow is so horrible. Do you think she's adopted?”

      “No yaar10. Sparrow looks like uncle. She must be jealous because everyone likes her mummy and not her.”

      I digested this fact silently.

      “Is that why she doesn't like Avinash either? We like him. He's a good boy and plays so well. He even has good ideas for new games. I'll miss him when he goes to the hostel.”

      Arshi blushed. She had been nursing an unrequited crush on Avinash for a while now.

      “Oh sorry Arshu! I forgot. You'll miss him more, na11? Maybe he'll write to you? Or maybe he won't. Boys are not very good at writing letters. Anyway, let's make the most of these weeks before school starts. Then we'll only get to see him next year in the summer holidays.”

      A little deflated we returned home to our dinners and families.

       

       

      

      How or why we chose the street in front of my house the next day I'll never remember. But it all started out good-naturedly enough. Our usual games had been exhausted. We had broken up a fight between Sparrow and Baby. Mother had given us samosas with tomato ketchup, and we'd sat on the steps munching silently.

      “My mother thinks you're stupid.” Sparrow suddenly hissed to Avinash.

      Avinash coloured slightly but decided to ignore her. He carried on licking the crumbs off his fingers.

      “She thinks you have no manners and look like a girl.” She persisted venomously.

      “Sparrow…” Bindu warned, narrowing her eyes.

      Sparrow ignored her. She had found her pace and nothing would distract her.

      “Well, how could you have manners? You have no mother to teach you any. She ran away, didn't she? Didn't even take you with her. Na naa na nana.” She stuck her tongue out.

      Avinash's attack was so sudden and ferocious, that even nimble-footed Bindu couldn't react quick enough. He had managed to sock her one in the eye and tear a clump of hair off her head before we pulled them apart. They continued to struggle and scream, and Mother had to come downstairs to calm everyone down and dispatch all the children home.

      “Sonia,” Mother asked me later, “what is going on with all of you? You kids used to play so peacefully before.”

      I was too shaken to answer, refused all offers of jalebi12 and milk, and went to bed instead.

       

      

       Neither Sparrow nor Avinash came to our next few meetings. But Mother told me that the parents had met and brokered some kind of peace between the two. When we met next, they ignored one another but played nicely with the rest of us. An uneasy truce had been declared.

      Mornings were spent at home, gathering up various flora and fauna for our Science project. Then after lunch and a nap, we were allowed out at 4pm, when the worst of the heat had dissipated. We then had a free run of all the streets in our block of the locality. Most people knew us and they put up with our noisy play with a sort of neighbourly tolerance. All except Mr Kalsi.

      “Bloody children! Can't you bugger off and play somewhere else?”

      He was an elderly widower of about seventy five with a grouchy temperament and a reputation for getting a little too familiar with his maids. He lived in one part of a rather decrepit bungalow. The other side had been left to rack and ruin. At some prehistoric time, someone had very optimistically nailed a TO LET sign on it. Over the years, one of the nails had come loose, and the sign hung askew. An ‘i’ had been inserted between the ‘o’ and the ‘l’, and just in case it wasn't clear enough, there was a rough sketch of a man squatting, with a large turd hanging off his bottom.

      We were alternately attracted and repelled by the place. Attracted by all the possibilities of new games it offered us. Hide and Seek. Exploration of the Unknown and Scaring of the younger ones. Repelled by the aura of gloom that hung about it. The chance of it being infested by cockroaches and rats, or even a ghost or two. Mr Kalsi was purported to have been married to a very sickly woman who had died in the house. The more imaginative in our lot claimed to have seen a grey figure floating about at night, wailing and complaining of a tummy ache.

      “Shall we go inside today?” asked Bindu.

      Rupa hung back, holding on to Baby. I was game and so was Avinash. I could tell Arshi wasn't keen, but was willing to go along for his sake.

      “No, you can't! My mother has said we can't enter other people's properties. It's called tres..tress… I don't know what it's called. But it is wrong!” Sparrow ended with a flourish. She delighted in pointing out the obvious.

      Bindu sighed. Her attempts at livening up our games had failed again.

      We dispersed soon after, promising to meet at the same time next day, this time at Avinash's house.

       

      

      Avinash was rich. This much was certain. We knew it from the size of his house, from the décor and from the foreign car that stood on his drive. His father came from a very wealthy family, but had been disowned on account of having married outside their social strata. He had gone on to make his own millions, effectively thumbing his nose at his family. The fact that the marriage subsequently collapsed had not detracted from his aura. Mehra uncle was working from home today, and dismissed us to the garden after politely enquiring after our families and getting all the names muddled up.

      Sparrow was unusually quiet. Out on the street, it was an equal platform. Here, in Avinash's house, she was at a disadvantage. She trailed behind
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