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      I was fifteen when I first saw her. She had a broom in one hand and was sweeping the street with great gusto. A street sweeper with style, I observed to myself as I shifted my satchel from one shoulder to the other. Upon getting closer to her, I noticed how odd her eyes were. One was brown and the other grey. Her hair had been pulled back into a messy bun, and several bangles jangled on her wrists. Her salwar kameez ⁠1had seen better days, the pattern and colour having faded into a murky grey.

      I walked by the side of the road, but in the years since this particular part of the colony had been conceived, the roads had been widened to accommodate the increasing traffic, and now the distance between the front gates of the houses that flanked the road, and the road itself, had shrunk considerably. In addition to that were the trees planted at twenty-feet intervals, which made walking as interesting as an obstacle course. You’d walk for a bit on the dusty sidewalk, then step onto the road to avoid the tree, and then step back onto the dusty sidewalk to avoid the oncoming traffic. It was all second nature to me now, and I did it unthinkingly, my mind wandering, my eyes alert but sometimes unseeing.

      This strange woman I did see. And I could see that the dust and the scraps on the street were just being swept from one side to the other, without much cleaning being accomplished. At one point she stopped and broke into a song, using the long handle of the broom like a microphone.

      “Who on earth is this woman?” I whispered to Vandana, my school mate who was just about catching up with me.

      “Oh, she’s the new sweeper woman, who’s been employed by the Municipality. I hear she’s quite mad.”

      “Then why employ her?”

      “Some sort of initiative to help underprivileged women. My mother said that the Women’s Society was adamant that they help battered, abused and disabled women.”

      I knew that Mrs Mehta, the wife of the Neighbourhood Association’s (NA’s) chairman was a part of the ‘WomSoc’, as they called themselves. No doubt she’d pushed the agenda through. How our streets would be any cleaner with this strange woman doing the honours, I couldn’t even begin to ponder, nor did I have the energy or will to.

      “She’s nicer than the last one.” Vandana whispered back, as though reading my mind.

      True enough, I thought. Tapeshwari had done little but smoke her beedis ⁠2and flirt with the vegetable vendor. At least this one made a show of cleaning, however haphazard it was.

      As we walked past her, she stopped singing and looked us straight in the face and hissed. Startled, I stepped back. What was wrong with her? She brandished her broom in my face and sashayed away. Alarmed, I asked Vandana, “Did she just hiss at us?”

      She shrugged and said, “Oh yes. She’s obsessed with that movie about snakes… you know, the one with the snake taking on a woman’s form to ensnare the hero... That was the song she was singing as well. Did you not recognise it?”

      I shook my head and carried on walking home. This really was a colony of loonies.

      
      “Puja, what took you so long? I was starting to get worried. I nearly came out looking.”

      I glanced at the clock on the wall. I was only five minutes late.

      “Ma, I stopped to chat with Vandana. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t frighten me like that again. Go wash your hands. Lunch is ready, I’ve made your favourite saag paneer⁠3.”

      Staring at my face in the mirror, I scrubbed my hands, turning the soap over and over between my palms. How many more years of this could I tolerate without breaking? I splashed my face with water and patted it with the little face towel that hung on the rusty hook near the wash basin. It smelt musty and I made a mental note to throw it in the wash soon. Ma seemed to forget such little things these days.

      She sat with me as I ate, asking me about school, about my friends, about every little detail of my life, until I felt like a handbag turned inside out and shaken so vigorously that the insides were completely emptied.

      “Have you seen the new sweeper woman, Ma? The crazy one? Apparently, Mrs Mehta has employed her to replace Tapeshwari. She is quite mad, you know. She hissed at us today.”

      “Hissed? What do you mean? Did she threaten you? I’ll get Papa to speak to Mr Mehta. She will be removed! How dare she?”

      “No, no, Ma. She is harmless. Just a bit loopy. She was copying the actress from that snake movie, that’s all.”

      I now wished that I hadn’t mentioned it. All of Ma’s protective instincts had been triggered, and I just hoped she wouldn’t make a big fuss when Papa came home in the evening.

      “I’m tired Ma. I’ll go and lie down for a bit.”

      “Yes, go rest Puja. I’ll clear up here.”

      I felt guilty leaving all the dishes to her, but somehow, today I wasn’t up to it. I needed to close my eyes and go over the things I’d held back from her.

      Jasmin and Sunil.

      My two best friends. One of whom I had hoped would be more than just a friend someday. Now, it seemed that they felt exactly the same way about each other and I increasingly found myself becoming the third wheel. Unconsciously, in their whispered exchanges, in their stolen glances, in the brushing of their hands, in their leaning in together over a book, they were shutting me out.

      It crushed me, but I pretended not to notice. I pretended that things were still “normal” between us. We were still ‘The Three Musketeers’, the ‘Intrepid Trio’, the ‘Brazen Bandits’, inseparable since Kindergarten, weren’t we?

      Who was I fooling, and for how long?

      
      I must’ve fallen asleep for the next thing I knew, Ma was standing next to me, holding a cup of tea and calling my name.

      I sat up, disorientated.

      “What time is it?”

      “Nearly five o’clock. I thought I’d let you sleep, you looked so tired.”

      Ma sat beside me as I sipped on my tea. I wished she’d go out as she used to before. She’d had a life... before. Friends she’d go out shopping with, go to the cinema and watch the latest Hindi blockbuster with. Now, home was just us three, and more often than not, just Ma and me. Papa worked progressively longer hours, avoiding the house and avoiding the two other people in it - people who reminded him of the past. A past that had been so happy and full of love, laughter and potential.

      “Homework hai?⁠4”

      I nodded. There was always homework, but unlike other students, I didn’t find it a nuisance. To me, it was a refuge and an escape. Academically, I had always been strong but lately I had invested so much into my studies that I was miles ahead of everyone in my class. Regularly hailed as ‘brilliant’, ‘gifted’ or ‘a student par excellence’, it was the only thing that brought me any fulfilment.

      Papa came home at nine o’clock, long after I had finished my homework, eaten my dinner and watched my favourite Television serial. He lowered himself into the armchair with a sigh as I glanced up from my book. Ma had taken his briefcase and brought him a glass of water. They would eat together as she never ate without him.

      “What are you reading, Puja?” Papa asked, feigning interest.

      “Oh, just a book Jasmin lent me. Some horror thing she really enjoyed.”

      “Where is Jasmin these days? I haven’t seen her in a while. She used to come around so often...”

      There was an unasked question in there and I couldn’t bring myself to answer it.

      I looked back at my book, mildly vexed. I wanted to ask him why none of his friends visited anymore either. Why he didn’t have his taash⁠5 parties, with whiskey and chicken tangdi⁠6 from the local dhaba.⁠7 Why, instead, he made excuses to leave home early and return as late as possible. Why he wouldn’t meet Ma’s eyes when she asked him a question and desperately demanded a reply. Why?

      I said nothing.

      
      My period started the next morning. There was a little stain on my nightie and with a groan I washed it hurriedly, knowing that precious minutes lost here could mean I’d miss my school bus. Shovelling in my breakfast toast, I brushed my hair with ferocity, trying not to choke. Only momentarily I paused, as another, familiar reflection swam into view in the mirror and disappeared just as quickly. I tied my hair in a ponytail, kissed Ma on the cheek and ran to the bus stop.

      Vandana and I stood together at the back of the school bus. Every time the bus went over a pothole we were jostled together.

      “Did you hear about Mrs Ratnani?”

      “No?”

      “Her son is bringing home a British girlfriend and she has taken to her bed.”

      “What do you mean? Is she unwell?”

      Vandana gave me a look.

      “No, it’s all nautanki⁠8. She is such a drama queen. She’ll have the Angrez ⁠9fleeing before you know it. She wants a nice, Indian gharelu bahu ⁠10for her son. None of this foreign nonsense!”

      “But surely, it’s his choice who he marries? If he loves this girl...”

      “Love shmove! Puja, open your eyes. All this only happens in the movies. In real life, we marry the person our family chooses for us. You should know better...”

      She bit her lip and looked away guiltily.

      My eyes filled with tears that I determinedly blinked away. I would give no one the satisfaction of knowing just how deep my wound was.

      
      Jasmin and Sunil stood together, slightly apart from the rest of the class. They both looked up at the same time and smiled at me, beckoning me over. I went and stood next to them.

      “Assembly is going to be loooong today.” Jasmin
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