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      “Ae gaandu! Kidhar ko jaata hai tu?! Bloody idiot! What do you think those rear view mirrors are for, you jackass?”

      Radha had just finished her first round of yoga sun salutations when she heard the expletive-filled shriek followed shortly after by a loud bang. It was only 9am. Shyam had warned her before leaving for work that the new neighbours would be moving in today. That seemed to be going well!

      She sighed and positioned herself once more in the downward dog asana, wondering what sort of woman was brazen enough to use such foul language so loudly. From the dialect, it appeared she was from Bombay. No one said gaandu in Delhi, or even Haryana for that matter. Radha had to keep reminding herself she lived in Gurgaon now, which was in Haryana. It was so easy to forget this simple fact, as nearly every weekend they drove into Delhi, which was only forty-five minutes away by car.

      Another crash, more expletives. What on earth was going on next door? Radha rolled up her yoga mat and stepped out onto her balcony. The truck trying to back into the neighbour’s drive had crashed into the wall, not once, but twice. She had to agree with the unknown woman’s assessment. The driver was clearly a jackass!

      A chunk of the wall had been taken out. Even though the truck looked no worse for the wear, the wall had seen better days. She was glad that Shyam’s buddy from school had offered them the services of his removal company when they had moved here six months ago. She could not imagine having to deal with crazy truck drivers on her own.

      Where was this woman’s husband, anyway? Shyam had said it was a couple in their thirties, but she had only spotted a woman briefly. Now the woman emerged from the shadows again, gesticulating and pointing to the wall. Thick curly hair piled on top of her head, sunglasses perched on her nose. She was wearing a lime green khaadi kurta with jeans and Kolhapuri chappals. Even though Radha couldn’t make out her features, she liked the mishmash of the Indo-Western outfit the woman was sporting. She wished she still had the guts to wear stuff like that. Shyam had once said he preferred her to dress in salwar-kameez and sarees. So she did. Maa had drummed it into her from a very young age that it was important to keep your husband happy. Radha had given up her jeans and skirts, and much else, to keep Shyam happy. But she still envied this woman’s insouciance and flair. In another life, she would have worn an outfit like that with loads of silver bangles and a big chunky silver necklace. In another life. Radha sighed again.

      Almost as though she felt her eyes upon her, the woman shielded her eyes and looked up. Radha took a step back, but not before being spotted. The woman raised her hand and waved. Self-consciously, Radha returned the wave and retreated indoors. Had she come across as a nosy neighbour? She hoped not. First impressions were important, and if they had to live next door to this mouthy woman, she hoped she could maintain a cordial relationship without it spilling into over-familiarity.

      Radha put her yoga mat away in the spare room which was still cluttered with the detritus of their move. So much needed doing but somehow this one task seemed insurmountable and she knew she would have to handle it alone. Shutting the door to the room, she felt instantly relieved. Today was not the day to begin the work.

      She was not an untidy person by nature. Living in a small house with her parents and two brothers had made her acutely sensitive to utilising space efficiently. Perhaps that was the very reason she could not tackle the task of this spare room. She had never had a spare room before. The intention was to convert it into another bedroom, but where was she to store the writing desk or the ironing board, the large trunk from her in-laws’ house or Shyam’s cricket bat?

      Later, as Radha chopped the vegetables for the curry she was making for dinner, she wondered how the woman was getting on next door. What was the protocol in a situation like this? Would it be better to go over with some food to welcome her or leave her be to settle in first?

      She set the knife down, wiped her hands on the kitchen towel, and went over to the phone on the side console. With every 9, the rotary dial took forever to move back into place. She wished Sangita’s phone number had fewer 9s in it.

      “Hello?”

      “Sangita?”

      “Yes, dear?” There was a laugh in her voice, almost as if she was saying “what now?”, except she wasn’t.

      “The new neighbours have moved in…”

      “Mm-hm.”

      “Actually, only the lady has moved in. I don’t know where the husband is.”

      “Okkkay…”

      “Are you free to talk?”

      “Arrey baba, I wouldn’t have answered if I wasn’t. So, what’s the problem?”

      Radha recounted the morning episode to her, then paused for a breath before asking, “Should I go over today and greet her? Is it rude to leave it for later in the week? Should I take Shyam with me?”

      “So many questions, T. I don’t remember you being so indecisive before.”

      “I just don’t know what to do in situations like these.”

      “And you think I do?”

      “Well, you’re working and dealing with people all the time. Whom do I deal with except the maid and the presswallah?”

      “Out of choice, may I remind you? Okay. Here’s my two paisa worth. I’d leave the couple to settle in, and maybe go over on the weekend and welcome them to Gurgaon, or your community, or whatever.”

      “With flowers?”

      “Yeah, with flowers, if you like. That would be a nice touch.”

      “Not too much, na?”

      “I think it’s nice. Who doesn’t like flowers?”

      “And should I go with Shyam?”

      “Is he into all the neighbourly stuff?”

      “Not really. All he wants to do is watch cricket on the weekends.”

      “That sounds like my brother! Nah, leave him out of it. Just do your thing and quit worrying about it. Also, she does sound a bit of a handful, this neighbour of yours. If you get strange vibes, just back away, okay?”

      “Sangita, not without just cause. The idiot driver ruined their wall.” Radha wondered why she was defending the woman, when she had been judging her only a few hours ago.

      “Right. I’m just going by what you told me. Anyway, if she’s a Bombay waali, she’s going to find Gurgaon really backward and boring.”

      “Oh, but it is!”

      “Oh, but you chose to move there!”

      Radha didn’t have the heart to tell Sangita that it had never been her choice. Shyam had chosen, and she hadn’t objected. Sangita may have been her dearest friend, but Shyam was Sangita’s brother, and blood was always thicker than water.

      

      
        
        ❖

      

      

      “Are gladioli better or roses?”

      “What?”

      Shyam had his legs up on the settee, a bowl of peanuts and a chilled beer on the side table, and she could tell he was only half-listening as he watched Tendulkar score another six.

      “Yes!” He jumped up, nearly knocking the side table over.

      Radha made a lunge for it, catching it in the nick of time, rescuing the peanuts and the beer alongside.

      “Wah Radha,” Shyam grinned at her, “Such impeccable timing. You should be in the women’s team.”

      “Shyam!” She groaned. “Please, I just want an opinion.”

      “Are you still worrying about the flowers? Just buy anything. What does it matter? Not like we’re going to be best friends with these people.”

      “But we are living next door to them for the foreseeable future, and they are our immediate neighbours, not like the Mehtas or the Advanis.”

      “Just get them the gladioli. That’ll do.”

      Shyam ran his fingers through his wavy brown hair, his attention back on the screen.

      “Have you seen the husband yet?”

      “Hmmm?”

      “The woman’s husband?”

      “Yeah, saw him briefly the other day.”

      “What’s he like?”

      “Who?”

      “The husband, Shyam, who else?”

      “Okay, I guess. A bit fat, a bit balding.”

      Radha sighed and went into the kitchen. It was impossible to have a conversation with him when he was glued to the television. She would just have to find out for herself.

      She did not know why she’d been thinking so much about the couple next door. It wasn’t like she’d seen much of them in the last five days. On one occasion, she had seen the woman get into her car and drive away, but things had been very quiet all week, unlike the explosive start to their move. She had spotted no children either, but there was a small yappy dog that ran to the gate every morning and grabbed the rolled newspaper from the ground, and ran around with it till the maid caught hold of him. The dog’s name was Batman. Strange name for a dog.

      She let herself out quietly and walked to the market nearby. It was 5pm and the flower seller was just setting up on the roadside. The oppressive heat of the day had retreated and a gentle warmth had replaced it, turning the evening quite pleasant. In June, she rarely left the house during the day. On the unlikely chance that she had to venture out, the heat outside felt like stepping into a furnace, and she kept herself protected with a dupatta over her head and an umbrella alongside. Her brothers had always loved poking fun at her, but Maa had supported her by saying that a girl needed to protect her complexion.

      Radha stood and watched the flower seller set up his roadside stall, sprinkling his flowers with water, placing the others in buckets dotted along the pavement. She had always loved watching the sellers put the bouquets together, and today was no exception.

      “I’ll take the white gladioli, and some of the red carnations, and yes, add some pink roses, too.”

      Radha watched as he laid out a cloth on the ground, then put the first layer of clear cellophane down, followed by the printed cellophane, before starting with positioning the gladioli at the bottom and then building the bouquet as per her instructions. The air was redolent with the fragrance of the fresh flowers and she breathed in deeply, watching the bouquet come alive under the man’s ministrations.

      Lugging it back, she wondered if she had gone a bit overboard. She loved flowers, and Shyam rarely bought her any, so the only pleasure she could take in them was when she got one made for a wedding or an occasion like this.

      She let herself into the house to find that he had fallen asleep in front of the television. The match was long over and the men were droning on about how each of the players had played and what their chances were in the upcoming India-Pakistan match. She took the remote out of his hand and lowered the volume. She wouldn’t switch off the television or he would get annoyed. Heaven knew why. He nearly always slept through the commentary.

      Then she went into the bedroom and brushed her hair before twisting it into a bun. She put some kohl in her eyes, applied a small yellow bindi to her forehead, which matched her salwar-kameez, spritzed a bit of perfume, before picking up the bouquet from the bed and making her way over to next door.

      Shyam was snoring as she shut the door. She giggled to herself. Fast asleep, he looked so much older than his twenty-eight years. Sometimes, she felt they had turned middle-aged in their twenties.

      “Rubbish!” Sangita scoffed in her mind. “We’re only twenty-two. Don’t you forget it!”

      She nodded in response and smiled to herself. It was funny how sometimes one could foresee the future in a single moment.

      

      
        
        ❖

      

      

      The wall had been temporarily plastered over, and as Radha walked past it, she grimaced. It was really quite bad. No wonder the woman had lost her temper. Then she clicked her tongue. She really needed to find out what their names were. She couldn’t keep referring to them as the woman and the man. There was a nameplate on the letter box and she leaned forward to peer at it. ‘Das’, it said in a pretty red cursive. Oh! So they were Bengalis.

      Suddenly, the little black dog was at the gate, barking and jumping up. Startled, Radha took a step back. The maid came outside brandishing the leash and calling out, “Batman? Batman!” She stopped short, looking directly at Radha.

      “Namaste, are your sahib and memsahib in?”

      The maid nodded, grabbed the dog, and scurried back inside. How odd!

      A minute later she was back, apologising profusely and opening the gate. A torrent of words issued from her mouth, but her thick accent made it difficult to decipher what she was saying. Radha followed her towards the main door, which was to the side of the house.

      All houses on the street were facsimiles of each other. The gate led to the drive, which then led to the main door. The front of the houses had large French windows that fed into a patio area and a small garden. Downstairs, there was a kitchen and dining room, a drawing room for entertaining and a storeroom for all the kitchen and dry goods. Upstairs, there were three bedrooms, one with a small attached ensuite, and a larger bathroom with doors that opened into the other two rooms.

      Shyam had said they were lucky to find such a spacious home in Gurgaon. It was thanks to his job as a systems analyst in the burgeoning IT space. Nearly all the IT sector had relocated to Gurgaon, and the once sleepy little village on the outskirts of Delhi had transformed into a hub for all things information technology. This was the 90s and India seemed to have suddenly leapt into the 21st century with countries like the USA, UK and Germany turning their gaze towards the sub-continent.

      Radha wondered whether Mr Das was in IT, too.

      The dog’s leash was tied to the leg of a chair and it growled at her as she walked behind the maid, clearly displeased at being sectioned off in this manner. She skirted him, scared he’d nip her ankles. Radha had never had any pets. Her family thought all animals were dirty, and they did not belong in a house. Her own feelings were ambivalent. There were times she had wished she could have kept a cat for company, but all that was in the past, anyway.

      The maid took her into the drawing room where Mr Das was smoking a cigarette and reading his newspaper, while Mrs Das was lying on a divan, eyes closed, listening to western classical music. As soon as the maid walked in, her eyes snapped open. Upon spotting Radha, she sat up, pulling her shorts down and running her fingers through her hair.

      “Well, hello, what have we here?”

      Mr Das looked up from his newspaper, a puzzled expression on his face.

      “Hi!” Radha stammered, “I’m your next-door neighbour, Radha Misra. I just came by to welcome you here.”

      The woman smiled as she appraised her.

      “I saw you the other day, didn’t I? On the balcony?”

      “Y…yes, that was me.”

      “Are those gorgeous flowers for us?” She jumped up and took them out of her hands, burying her nose in the bouquet.

      “Yes, I just…” Radha ran out of words.

      Mr Das stood up and walked towards her. He ushered her into the room and directed the maid to bring some water.

      “Oh no, I’m fine,” Radha protested.

      “Nonsense, darling,” the woman twirled with the bouquet, “no one is fine without a drink in their hands. Monish, water? Really? Don’t you want to offer our guest something stronger? What would you like? Some wine? Whisky? Rum?”

      “No, I don’t drink alcohol. Water is fine.” Radha fidgeted in the chair. This wasn’t what she had expected at all. She’d hoped for a quick introduction, a bit of polite conversation and a fast getaway. Instead, here she was sitting with these people who she surmised she had nothing in common with. The woman was decidedly strange—hyperactive and watchful, all at the same time.

      “Oh, look at us. We haven’t even introduced ourselves to you yet. I’m Mira, and this is Monish. M&M.” Her eyes twinkled as she said this. “Sorry, the house is still quite a mess, but we haven’t really had the time to set it up yet.”

      Radha looked around. Aside from the divan, a few armchairs and a lamp, the room had no other furnishings. Around twenty boxes were piled up in a corner.

      “We were like that for the first few months, too. It takes time,” Radha said.

      “How long have you lived here?” Monish asked, stubbing his cigarette out in a mug.

      “Only six months. My husband, Shyam, just got a new job in RevZone and the commute from Delhi was proving too difficult, what with the long hours…” Radha trailed off.

      “Chai!” Mira yelled, and Radha nearly dropped her glass of water. “Sorry, that came out louder than I’d planned. Monish, I swear, this maid pretends she’s deaf half the time. Tilo! Tillloooo!!”

      “Calm, my pet. She’s probably taken Batman for a walk. I’ll get the chai started.” Monish stood up and made his way to the kitchen. Radha watched him, open-mouthed.

      “What? Never seen a man make tea before?” Mira laughed at her.

      “I…I…No.” Radha blushed, discomfited.

      “Don’t worry, I’ve trained him well. The chai will be very good, you’ll see. Now, tell me all about yourself.”

      Radha observed the woman sitting across from her, trying to decide which bits of her life she wanted to divulge. Dressed in an oversized striped shirt and short shorts, hair in a messy ponytail, and her large amber eyes that were gazing intently at Radha, she decided this was the sort of woman she needed to steer clear of. There was something wild and unpredictable about her, as if societal rules did not apply, and she could and would do anything she liked. She unsettled Radha, and that was a feeling she was not at home with.

      

      
        
        ❖

      

      

      “Not our kind of people? What does that mean, Radha?” Shyam spooned some more of the daal into his plate.

      “I just mean they are very… liberated. He is making the chai while she is drinking whisky. She says she doesn’t cook because she doesn’t like to. They are both professors, but she’s taking a hiatus to write a book.”

      “Hmm, well, nothing wrong with any of that.”

      “Wrong?” Radha spluttered. “You’ve never even set foot in the kitchen here!”

      “I don’t need to. You take care of me like the good little wife that you are.” He grinned at her, the dimple in his left cheek deepening. Radha couldn’t help smiling back. He was so devilishly handsome that she could never resist his charms.

      It was funny that she hadn’t encountered Shyam until her third year in college. Not funny in a comical manner, but ironically funny as Sangita was her best friend and it would have been natural to run into him much earlier. Sangita and she had spent almost every waking hour together, discussing Freud and Jung, and whether eating another one of the greasy patties in the canteen would affect their figures adversely. In their very first month in college, as Psychology Honours students, they had bonded over their love of old Hindi movies and obscure Phantom comics. Sangita often spoke of her brother, who was studying in IIT Kanpur, but as Radha had two older brothers of her own, she paid little attention. Brothers were just irritating, noisy, condescending characters who made her life a misery every time they were around. Of course, it didn’t help that her brothers were a decade older than her. With five years between Sangita and Shyam, she had assumed that they weren’t that close either. How wrong she was.

      That night, as she cleared up, leaving the dishes in the sink for the maid to wash the next morning, she wondered what had brought such disparate characters as Monish and Mira together. One was so grounded and placid, the other so fiery and volatile. Perhaps it was those differences? Opposites did attract, didn’t they?

      Was she just as different from Shyam? She couldn’t tell. It felt as though she had just drifted from one home into another, never quite knowing her own mind. How did Mira see her? As a good little wife, a boring, typical young Indian woman slave to the men in her life, or just an acquaintance to wave and smile at occasionally?

      With a huff, she switched off the light. Why was she fixating on this woman? She wanted nothing more than a cordial, neighbourly relationship anyway. So what did it matter what she thought of her?

      She climbed into bed with Shyam, who set his book down without a word and turned towards her. He loosened her bun and let her hair tumble down on her shoulders before pulling her close and placing his lips on hers. A slight shiver of excitement went through her. It never failed to amaze her that her body had this power over his. He groaned as she closed her hands over his hardness, then gasped as he turned her over and plunged into her from behind. With her face in the pillow muffling her soft cries, he rode her till he was spent. Then he pulled out of her and placed a soft kiss on her neck.

      “You are so beautiful, my Radhu,” he whispered, turning her back around to face him.

      She smiled at him, shyly, before reaching up to kiss his dimple.

      He laughed and took her into his arms, falling asleep moments later. She watched his face as he slept, remembering how she had thought of him as a middle-aged man only hours earlier. It seemed like a betrayal now. This was her young and virile husband, and they had years to enjoy each other and their youth together.

      Old age could wait.

      
        
        ❖

      

      

      That Sunday, the traffic was terrible as they drove towards Delhi and the traffic jam at the border checkpoint took them over an hour to negotiate.

      Radha rolled down the window of the car.

      “Why are you doing that?” Shyam said with a frown. “It’s letting all the air conditioning out.”

      “I’m tired of sitting in the cold. I need a bit of fresh air.”

      “Are you crazy? What fresh air? There’s just pollution and exhaust fumes. Roll up that window now.”

      Radha complied, then turned towards him.

      “Why is it always us going to them? Could they not come to us for a change? I could prepare lunch, and for once, we could have a Sunday at home.”

      “Radha, my parents are too old to drive all the way to Gurgaon. Besides which, it is my duty as a son to visit them. Why are you complaining? I’m the one doing the driving and they don’t expect you to cook. In fact, it’s a break from the kitchen for you.”

      Radha kept her face neutral as she looked out of the window. She had dressed in a green and gold saree from her trousseau today, put on her gold bangles, worn her mangalsutra and applied sindoor in the centre parting of her hair after coiling it into a bun. She fidgeted, feeling uncomfortable, envying Shyam his T-shirt and jeans. As a relatively new bride, less than a year into marriage, she was expected to dress up every time she visited her in-laws. She didn’t dare object as they were traditional people who expected a certain conformity from their daughter-in-law.

      “Will Sangita be there?”

      “I’m not sure. She may not be back from the school trip.”

      Lucky Sangita! On a trip to Darjeeling with her students. How she had stayed unmarried at twenty-two was something that constantly mystified Radha.

      “Are they still looking for a boy for her?”

      “Maa and Baba? Of course they are, but Sangita is as stubborn as a mule. She won’t agree to marry anyone unless he ticks all her boxes. You know what she’s like.”

      The traffic had finally started to move and as their car inched forward, Radha wondered what would have happened if she had been equally stubborn with her parents. What if she had said that she didn’t want to marry just then? What if she had asked to do her master’s? Or work?

      She looked at Shyam from under her lashes. She would have lost him for sure. Such an eligible man would not have lasted long on the marriage market. And she could just imagine the furore at home. Mummy would have been horrified and Papa would have insisted it was all thanks to her B.A. degree that she was getting these strange ideas. Women were meant to get married, keep home and have babies. Work was for men.

      When they finally arrived two hours later, it was well past lunchtime.

      “Sorry Maa,” Shyam planted a kiss on his mother’s head, “the traffic was murder.”

      Radha kept her head covered with her saree pallav as she bent to touch her mother-in-law’s feet.

      “You should have left earlier then, na?” her mother-in-law chided her. “You know Baba needs to eat by a certain time after his insulin injection.”

      “Sorry, Maa,” Radha murmured, following them indoors. Baba was sitting in his usual place watching cricket on the television, and he grunted as she touched his feet.

      “Bahu,” he said to her, “bring me my supaari from the table.”

      His incisors were almost entirely black, and Radha suppressed her shudder as she fetched him the betel nuts and paan masala from the table. She hoped Shyam wouldn’t turn to these addictive stimulants later in life. It was ironic that the very same people who frowned upon smoking and drinking didn’t bat an eyelid when it came to these substances.

      “Come,” her mother-in-law called out, “I’m serving lunch. We ate earlier as we didn’t know how long you would be.”

      Sitting at the table, Radha added little to the conversation. Lunch was an elaborate affair of three vegetables, a daal, raita, papads, puris and achaar, followed by carrot halwa. She made a great show of complimenting her mother-in-law on everything. One time, she had accidentally said how she disliked karela, the bitter gourd vegetable that she could not stomach, and hadn’t heard the end of how much she had offended her in-laws. Only profuse apologies had amended the situation.

      It still baffled her that such domineering and orthodox people had produced two kind, gentle and thoughtful people like Shyam and Sangita. Not that Shyam did not have his faults, but at least he was willing to listen. Anyway, as her mother had pointed out, she was lucky to be living separately from the in-laws. She had her independence, and could live, eat and dress near enough as she chose. Her mother had lived her entire married life under her in-laws’ roof, and it wasn’t until they had passed away that she had been able to assert herself or place her own stamp on her home. Times were changing, and Radha was the lucky beneficiary of the changes. Although, sometimes, Radha wondered whether freedom was a word that could apply to her existence. Then she would shoo these rogue thoughts away and apply herself to being the very best version of herself that she could.

      “Did you hear about Rohini?” Her mother-in-law asked Shyam as she placed another puri on his plate.

      “Who, Mrs Bhola’s daughter? The one who went to America to study?”

      “Yes. She brought home a gora boyfriend, an Amreeki!”

      Shyam guffawed.

      “That skinny brown thing with spectacles? She has a boyfriend?”

      “Oho, she has turned all hep now. Wears these tight-tight clothes and walks around holding hands with him.”

      “What did the Bholas say?”

      “What can they say? They have to pretend it is all okay, that she is getting married to him next year. How else are they going to shut everyone up? The whole locality is scandalised!”

      Her father-in-law grunted from his corner, and let out a gentle fart before turning his attention back to the screen.

      

      
        
        ❖

      

      

      “Want to stop over at your parents’ before heading home?” Shyam asked as he was starting the engine in the car.

      “Really?” Radha couldn’t suppress her excitement at this unexpected development.

      “Well, why not? It’s been over a month since you saw them, na?”

      She leaned over and gave him a hug. He really was a wonderful husband.

      The distance from Jangpura to Lajpat Nagar was a mere 3-4 kilometres, and with the traffic having thinned out, they made it there in less than ten minutes.

      Papa opened the door and let out a yelp of delight upon spotting Shyam.

      “Arey beta, why didn’t you call? We would have ordered some food in. How are you? Come in, come in. So nice to see you.”

      Radha gave her father a tight hug, and he responded with a pat on her head, turning his attention back to Shyam.

      “You are looking well. I hope our girl is taking good care of you? Arey, Mona, look who is here!”

      Mummy came out of the bedroom and immediately went into a paroxysm of euphoria. Radha sighed internally. Shyam was always treated like a VIP, and she was always the afterthought. Still, it was nice to visit, and she really ought to be grateful that he had brought her here. So many husbands never gave their in-laws the time of day. At least Shyam was civil and courteous to them, even as they flapped around him, offering him samosas and kachoris.

      “Radha, come in the kitchen and help me make the tea,” Mummy ordered.

      Together, they measured out the cups of water and put it in a metal pan to boil. Radha sliced the ginger and ground the spices while Mummy added the tea leaves and sugar to the water.

      “So, how is everything?”

      “Good, Mummy. How are you and Papa doing?”

      “We are okay, but I want to know if all is well with you.”

      Puzzled, Radha looked up from grinding the spices in the mortar with the pestle.

      “Why wouldn’t it be?”

      “Radha, bitiya, it’s been ten months since you were married. You still haven’t given us any good news.”

      Radha blushed and looked down.

      “Is everything alright in that department?” Mummy persisted with her line of questioning.

      “Of course it is, Mummy. Please!”

      “Don’t be silly, child. Any mother with an ounce of sense would ask these questions. I’m surprised your in-laws aren’t asking you yet. I don’t want people thinking there is something wrong with you and you can’t conceive.”

      “Mummy, please,” Radha’s eyes filled with tears. This wasn’t the welcome she had expected.

      “Are you one of these modern couples who wait for a few years before having children? A bad idea, I tell you! Best way to tie a man to you is to produce his child. Then he’s not likely to go wandering off.”

      Radha nodded her head, hoping this would shut her mother up. It wasn’t like they were averse to having children, but neither of them was in a hurry either.

      “And your Papa and I aren’t getting any younger. We would like to play with our grandchildren before we have to bid this world goodbye.”

      Radha didn’t have the heart to point out that they barely played with the five grandchildren they had already. She knew this was an argument she was unlikely to win, so it was best to let the words wash over her.

      Later, as she poured the tea into the teacups and carried them out into the living room, she had a flashback to the first time she had served Shyam tea in this very room. The first time he had come to ‘see’ her officially. She had kept her eyes on the floor and carried the tray in with as much grace as she could muster.

      A year later, so much had changed, and yet, so much remained the same.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The doorbell rang repeatedly. Annoyed, Radha dropped the mop to the floor, washed her hands quickly and made her way to the door. She hoped it wasn’t the maid who had called in sick for the last three days. Radha intended to give her a piece of her mind.

      She yanked the door open, a scowl on her face.

      “Hey, neighbour!” Mira stood there with a small box in her hands. Her hair was piled in a messy knot held together with what looked like chopsticks, and she was dressed in a silky blue kaftan. “Thought I’d bring you these. Gosh, you look rough. Everything okay?”

      Stunned, Radha nodded her head, motioning for her to enter the house. It had been over a month since she had been to visit them, and since everything had been quiet on that front, her own interest in Mira Das had ebbed naturally. Now, here she was, bearing who-knew-what in her hands, acting all chummy. What did this signify?

      “These are some cupcakes I’d baked over the weekend. Coffee and cardamom flavoured. They are so yummy, and I figured I’d bring some over to you.”

      “Thank you, that’s really kind. Can I make you a tea or coffee?”

      “A coffee would be great, thanks. Shall I bring these into the kitchen?” Mira followed her in, placing the box on a side. “Everything is so tidy… and masculine. You do like your chrome, don’t you?”

      “Shyam does. It was his idea to decorate the house in this manner.”

      “Very minimalistic. Black and chrome is every man’s wet dream, isn’t it?”

      Radha blushed and nodded. Mira’s choice of words had shocked her, but she didn’t want her laughing at her again, so she turned her back to reach into the fridge for the milk.

      “Would you like some biscuits with your coffee?” She asked over her shoulder.

      “Sure, why not? Hey! I forgot to ask if this is a good time for you. If it’s not,” Mira glanced at the abandoned mop, “I could come back another time…”

      Radha followed her glance.

      “Oh, no. Don’t worry about it. And sorry about the mess. The maid has been playing hooky the last three days, and I was just cleaning up.”

      “My goodness, you are a little star! If anything happened to Tilo, I would be lost.”

      “Tilo?”

      “Tilottama, our live-in maid. You know. You met her when you popped in.”

      “Oh, yes.” Radha brought out the coffee and biscuits, wishing she had worn something smarter than the old salwar-kameez she wore to do housework. Not that Mira’s kaftan was particularly formal, but she just looked so stylish that Radha felt gauche and awkward next to her.

      “Is this your wedding photograph?” Mira picked up the framed photo from the side cabinet. “How stunning you are! You really don’t need all that makeup, though. It never ceases to amaze me that brides are tarted up to this extent. I mean, you are naturally beautiful. What was the need for all that?” She waved her hand around her face.

      Radha felt annoyed and relieved at the same time. She remembered looking at herself in the mirror shortly after the makeup artist had finished with her, and wondering at the face staring back at her. The red lips, the acres of rouge, the false lashes felt like they belonged on some other girl. But Mummy had insisted that all brides had to look a certain way, so she had gone along with it.

      “Hey, you’ve gone really quiet. I hope I haven’t offended you?” Mira said, placing the photograph down.

      “No,” Radha found herself laughing, “I was just thinking that I agree with you. I didn’t feel like myself on my wedding day, but I thought that’s how you were meant to look and feel. It isn’t like any other day, is it?”

      Mira smiled. “No, it’s not. Although Monish and I just had a simple registry, and it felt like just another day to me. A quick lunch with some friends and back to normality.”

      “Did you not want a big wedding?”

      “Not particularly. It was just a formality, anyway. We’d been living together for over two years at that point.”

      At Radha’s sharp intake of breath, Mira said, “Have I shocked you? It’s unconventional, I’ll grant you, but not unheard of.”

      “Umm, no, no, it’s okay.” Radha took a big gulp of her coffee and ended up coughing and spluttering all over herself. Mira took the cup out of her hands and whacked her back a few times.

      When she was back to breathing normally, she apologised, “I’m sorry, the coffee went down the wrong way.”

      Mira sat back in the armchair and observed her.

      “You know, Radha, I don’t know you at all, but I am going to say something that you may or may not appreciate.” She took another sip of her coffee before placing her cup on the table, missing the coaster entirely. “Don’t apologise for every little thing. You don’t need to. And learn to assert yourself. Getting swept up in other people’s ideas and visions might work in the short term, but long term, it will chafe on your soul.”

      Radha stared at her. She didn’t know what to make of this strange woman sitting in front of her, imparting life advice so casually. But something about her words resonated strongly with her. It was at that moment that she decided she needed Mira Das in her life. Aside from Sangita and a few school friends, she had no other close female friendships. Mira represented freedom, choice, and independence. None of which had been present in Radha’s own life. Perhaps, little by little, she could learn to exhibit and fulfil her own desires and taste a bit of what Mira took for granted. Perhaps, under her tutelage, she could become the woman she really wanted to be.

      “Mira?”

      “Yeah, sorry.” She grimaced. “Shouldn’t have said that. I’ll go now.”

      “No! I wanted to ask: will you stay for lunch?”

      
      
        
        ❖

      

      

      “So, you’ve been meeting her every day?” Sangita spooned the chaat into her mouth as she spoke.

      “Not every day. Every other day. We go for a walk in the locality some days. Sometimes she comes over for lunch and sometimes I go over.” Radha took a bite of her kachori after blowing on it to cool it down.

      “And Shyam is okay with this?” Sangita raised an eyebrow.

      “Yes, he’s happy I’ve got a friend in the colony now.” What Radha omitted was that he was not aware of how frequently she was meeting up with Mira. Her friendship was too new and too special to let him in just yet. Eventually, she hoped he would get to meet and like Mira as much as she did, her initial reservations notwithstanding. For now, though, she wanted the friendship to grow as organically as possible with no interference from the outside.

      “Wasn’t this the same woman you’d said was odd?”

      “Yes, but that was before I really got to know her. She’s not like most women, that’s for sure. But she’s quirky and very much her own person. I think you’d like her, Sangi.” Radha resorted to the college nickname she had had for Sangita.

      “Hmmm. T, I just think you should be careful about who you let in. Remember when that strange bird latched on to you in the first year of college? Rita, Gita something…”

      “Reena.”

      “Yes, her. One minute you were feeling sorry for her, the next minute she was stuck to you like glue. It took close to six months to dislodge her.”

      “I still feel bad about that. She had no other friends, and when we dropped her, she was so lonely.”

      “I recall all those lovelorn looks she’d give you as you walked past.”

      “I’m glad she found her own group, eventually.”

      “Of other odd bods.”

      Radha shook her head.

      “No, this isn’t like that at all. If anything, I think she feels sorry for me.”

      “For you? Why on earth?”

      “Because all she sees is a lonely young woman who has no other purpose in life other than taking care of her husband and home.”

      “Nothing wrong with that. Both our mothers are housewives and perfectly content being so.”

      “Are they really? Have we ever asked them how they really feel about it?”

      Sangita leaned forward and put her palm on Radha’s forehead. “Are you running a temperature? Why all these doubts suddenly? Is Shyam not treating you well?”

      Radha swiped her hand off with a grin.

      “Of course he’s treating me well. You’d be the first person I’d complain to if he wasn’t!”

      Sangita set her spoon down and looked at Radha.

      “Promise me you would. He’s my brother and I love him dearly, but I will not have him treating you unkindly.”

      “Don’t be silly, Sangi. He’s a wonderful husband.”

      “I’m glad to hear that, but I still feel that you rushed into marriage. You could have waited, you know?”

      Could she have? Sangita did not understand the subtle pressure she had lived under her entire life. Conformity was second nature to her. How could she have resisted? What could she have said to her parents?

      Sangita waved the waiter over.

      “Okay, so we’ll have one chana bhatura, and one Amritsari thali as well.”

      “Are you sure we can manage that much more food?” Radha asked.

      “Listen, we used to eat twice as much in college. Don’t know about you, but I’m starving!”

      They were at their old college hangout, Bengali Sweet House, in South Extension. This was where they retreated to at the beginning and end of every term, gorging themselves on delicious street food from golgappas to tikkis to jalebis. It was here they had fought over who was more desirable as a crush, Aamir Khan or Shahrukh Khan. It was at their own little table in the corner that they had revised for their exams while wolfing down plates of vegetarian Hakka noodles. This was where Sangita had told her that Shyam had been bowled over by Radha at their first meeting. This place held many memories for them.

      “So, how’s school?”

      “Not bad. Not bad at all.”

      “And the school trip?”

      “Was great!” Sangita blushed a little as she said this.

      “Anything you want to tell me?”

      Sangita stared at her hands before looking up. Her eyes were shining as she said, “Actually…”

      
        
        ❖

      

      

      Marriage had never been the destination. Not at first. Somewhere within her, though, Radha had always known that’s where she would end up. At twenty-one, however, she was still enjoying her college life, gratified that higher education had not been withheld from her. Even if the condition had been that she would attend an all-girls college.

      Having gone to a co-ed school with boys, it had been a bit of a shock to her system to be surrounded by only girls. In the first few days, she had tentatively felt her way through, trying to ascertain who she would get along with, and who was just not her type of person. It was then that she had started a conversation with Reena, a fellow first-year student like herself.

      Reena had been awkward and shy, with fidgety movements, short curly hair and a five o’clock shadow that hinted at a hormonal issue. Radha had felt sorry for her and taken her under her wing, not entirely sure whether this friendship would develop long-term. Within a week, she had figured out that they were not a good fit, but hadn’t had the heart to break it off. Friendships, she realised, were just as fraught with heartbreak as any other relationship.

      It wasn’t until Sangita had marched into college four days later, taken one look at Radha, and decided she wanted to be friends with her that Reena had been relegated to playing third wheel in their friendship group. It had taken nearly six months of heavy hint-dropping by Sangita, furtive plans that didn’t involve Reena, and the picking of silly fights, for her to finally get the hint and wander away from them. Even though Radha had never been entirely comfortable with what had transpired, she had also felt curiously relieved at Sangita taking charge of the situation.

      In the following years, she had grown so close to Sangita that she had started considering her a sister. There was also a healthy rivalry between them to claim the second and the third spots in their exams results, the first spot being permanently allocated to an uber-intelligent and studious girl called Vanita.

      They had many crushes that ranged from American pop stars to Hindi film stars, but never on anyone ‘real’. They would not allow their minds or hearts to go there. As girls who belonged to relatively conservative families, they had always known that their husbands would be chosen for them by their parents. Both of them hoped that within the arranged marriage set-up, they would also find love and companionship.

      Of the two of them, Sangita was the bolder and more stubborn one. She knew just how to get what she wanted from her father, who had a soft spot for his younger child. Radha had no such leeway with her parents, who, after having their two sons, had been surprised to discover they were pregnant with another child in their forties. While they weren’t over the moon at the news, they had accepted it graciously enough and started setting aside enough money for her dowry from the day she was born. The only allowance they had made was to permit her to do a psychology degree, with the proviso that as soon as she had graduated, they would start looking for a husband for her.

      Any dreams she had had of finding a job and working for a while before marriage were just that. How Sangita had convinced her parents to let her work she never found out. Her own life had taken a strange and unexpected turn in her final year at college.

      Radha had gone over to Sangita’s house to pick up some notes when she had run into Shyam for the first time. She had only had a moment to say a shy hello before leaving, but as Sangita related it, it had been enough to leave quite an impression on the young and very marriageable Mr Misra. He hadn’t stopped haranguing his sister for her details, and once the parents had found out about his interest, it had set the ball rolling. This would see Sangita’s parents reach out to hers and put forward a rishta for her; a formal request for her hand in marriage for their eligible, well-educated, well-placed and handsome Khatri son. Of course, that they came from the same caste had gone a long way in convincing the elder Misras that Radha would be a good match for their son. They had even agreed to waive the dowry, in lieu of a new car and a contribution towards the young couples’ honeymoon.

      At first, Radha had been flattered. This was the first time that a man had evinced this much of an interest in her. Then she had developed cold feet. She was not ready for marriage, regardless of how handsome and eligible Shyam was; regardless that he was her best friend’s brother. There was also the fact that she had never completely warmed to Sangita’s parents, finding them orthodox and judgemental, albeit no less than her parents. She couldn’t share these reservations with anyone, so she had demurred, asking for a bit of time. Time enough to complete her degree, at least. Hoping that if she played her cards right, her parents would allow her to work awhile before settling down.

      That’s when Mummy had taken to the bed with a mysterious ailment. Convinced she was dying, she had extracted oaths from her daughter that she would see her married before meeting her Maker. Partially afraid that this was true, Radha had agreed to getting married, as long as she could sit her exams after marriage. Furious at her mother’s equally rapid recovery, she had felt like baggage being disposed of, while also realising that it could have been much worse. Whatever little she had seen of Shyam, she had liked. Having Sangita as a sister-in-law had felt like fate too.

      Meanwhile, Sangita had not just secured herself a job, but had also fallen for the Taekwondo teacher at the school. Radha knew that this would go down like a tonne of bricks with her in-laws. How would Sangita wiggle out of this one?

      
      
        
        ❖

      

      

      Mira stopped short in front of the peepal tree.

      “You can’t be serious!”

      Radha twisted her dupatta in her hands and nodded again. They had been friends for nearly four months, and nervous though she was, she also felt it was time to come clean to her friend.

      “I am serious.”

      “And you allowed them to do this?”

      “I didn’t have a choice.”

      “What?” Mira ran her fingers through her hair, exasperation written all over her face. “You always have a choice.”

      “Not where I come from. Your parents…”

      “Mother.”

      “Yes, mother. She seems quite…uhh…bohemian?”

      “She’s a sixties child.”

      “Well, my folks aren’t like that at all. If anything, it’s like they are still living in the previous century.”

      “So, they allowed your in-laws to change your name?!”

      “Mmm-hmm.”

      “I did think Radha was such an old-fashioned name… Sorry, no offence!”

      “They chose it because they thought it went well with Shyam.”

      “Like the whole Radha Krishna thing?”

      “Yes, well, Shyam is another name for Lord Krishna, so Radha was the name they picked for me.”

      “What is your real name? The one your parents gave you?”

      “Tina.”

      “That’s a pretty name, and it suits you! Why on earth did they want to change it?”

      “They said it was too modern and westernised.”

      “Wow! They sound like a charming lot.”

      “You have no idea.”

      “And your husband? He was okay with this?”

      “I don’t think he had an opinion on it one way or another.”

      “Well, it’s a good thing they haven’t encountered me. I’d have a thing or two to say to them about this!”

      “Please, Mira! I’ve told you this in the strictest confidence. Please don’t say anything to anyone about this. Not even to Monish. Please?”

      “Very well, if you insist.”

      They were on their third round around the block when Mira said, “Since we are in the mood for confessions, I have one to make too.”

      “Oh?”

      “I didn’t want to change my surname to Das, but bowed to pressure from friends and colleagues.”

      “What kind of pressure?”

      “They said it would be easier in the long run to have the same surname. Especially when applying for EMIs for the house or visas to travel abroad. I guess I got lazy and figured, why not?”

      “Most women change their surnames to their husbands’ after marriage. I don’t think it’s that big of a deal.” Radha said.

      “Let’s sit here for a bit.” Mira sat on a bench, patting the spot next to her. “Yes, it’s true that our surnames belong to our fathers or our husbands, but I think our names are so closely tied to our identities. For instance, you’ve told me your name was Tina, but I can’t think of you as anything else but Radha anymore. You can think I’m nuts, but I do believe that we become our names. Everything has a vibration, and the sound of one’s name becomes the vibration of one’s personality. A strong name will nearly always have a strong personality attached to it, and vice versa.”

      “But who is to say which name is strong and which is weak?” Radha interjected. “It’s perception, isn’t it? Maybe you think of Radha as a weak name because you think I’m not strong; that I don’t think for myself and am easily led. But I was Tina when I submitted to it all, and had I still been called Tina, my life would be no different.”

      Mira was silent for a moment. Then she placed her hand on Radha’s.

      “I don’t think of you as weak at all. I think you are a very smart young woman who has yet to discover all that she has to offer to the world. Sometimes I forget we live in such a patriarchal country where a woman has to choose which battles are worth fighting.”

      Radha squeezed her hand in return.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to project my insecurities onto you. I am happy in my marriage despite everything. He is a good man who cares for me. Do I want more? Of course I do. But I also realise that the grass is nearly always greener on the other side.”

      “Say,” Mira said with a smile, “Don’t you think it’s time our husbands met?”

      
      
        
        ❖

      

      

      “Tilo?” Radha had been hoping it would be Mira who answered the phone, but it was her maid instead. In all these months, she had still not deciphered her accent. “Memsahib kidhar?”

      “Memsahib soi raha hai.”

      It was 10am and Mira was still asleep. Radha felt a pang of envy. She had woken at 6:30am to pack Shyam’s lunch, then she had woken him, ironed his shirt while he showered, laid out his tie and briefcase, and prepared breakfast for him. Only after she had seen him off to work did she have her first cup of tea, before letting the maid in to do the sweeping-swabbing and the dishes. By the time 10am came around, she felt like half a day had gone by.

      “Hallooo?” Tilo sounded puzzled at the long pause.

      “Please tell Mira memsahib that I won’t be able to go for a walk with her today. I’m going to Delhi for our festival.”

      Tilo’s garbled answer sounded like a yes and Radha rung off, hoping the message would reach Mira intact. Sometimes she felt that Tilo wasn’t the full ticket, but what did she know? The Das’ functioned perfectly well with her, and her own shrewish maid was far more trouble than Tilo had ever been.

      Radha pulled out the little case from under the bed and started packing her clothes for the next few days. While she was excited about seeing Sangita, she was also dreading spending the next two nights at her in-laws. But there was no escaping it. Her first Karva Chauth had to be spent in the company of her mother-in-law, following the rituals to the letter, and receiving her blessings. Shyam had told her to take a taxi and that he would get there directly after work.

      She made sure to take her heaviest saree, the red silk with the gold gota patti. She packed a cerise salwar kameez, her gold jewellery, lipsticks and bindis to match. Radha wasn’t much of a makeup enthusiast, but on an occasion like this it was expected, and she didn’t want to run afoul of Shyam’s mother.

      She showered, wore a simple pink kurti and her mangalsutra, and tied her hair in a plait. As she was travelling by public transport, she didn’t want to appear conspicuous. Daytime robberies were rare but not unheard of.

      The taxi arrived promptly at 2pm. She carried her case downstairs and placed it in the boot before casting a quick glance at Mira’s house. There was no movement, so she shrugged and got into the taxi. She was sure Mira would have lots of opinions about the festival, but it was one she was looking forward to celebrating.

      All her life she had seen her mother fast for her father’s well-being and long life. As a young girl, she had asked if she could take part too, but had been told it was only for married women. There was something so special and beautiful about performing a ritual such as this for your husband. She couldn’t wait to start fasting tomorrow.

      When she arrived at her in-laws in the afternoon, Sangita was still not back from school. She paid the driver and hauled her case inside. Her mother-in-law gave her the once over as she bent to touch her feet.

      “Where’s Shyam?”

      “He’ll be here in the evening.”

      “Okay, take your things into his bedroom. I’ve set it up for you.”

      Being back in the room brought back memories of her early days of marriage. Shortly after the wedding, she had moved in with Shyam’s family. Right from the start, she had been expected to get up at dawn and start work in the kitchen. Shyam’s mother did not believe in hiring full-time or part-time help. In a way, it was a test to see if Radha would fit in with the family. She must have passed because even though her mother-in-law grumbled out of habit, there were no direct complaints to her parents about her being lazy or insolent. Her mother had taught her well.

      Radha unpacked her case and hung her clothes next to the many shirts and trousers that Shyam had left behind. It was so easy for him to come back here and fit right in; this was his home, after all. Despite living here for the first four months of their marriage, it had never felt like hers.

      In the evening, as she was making tea for everyone, the doorbell rang.

      “Haan, your mother has sent the baya. Come,” her mother-in-law instructed.

      Heart pounding, Radha took the box out of the courier’s hand, hoping everything was as it should be. Unwrapping it she found two boxes of mithai, a coconut, one silver thali filled with dried fruits, a dark green saree shot through with gold thread for her mother-in-law, a rani pink dupatta for Sangita, a silk shirt for Shyam, a khaadi kurta-pyjama for her father-in-law, and finally, a red and yellow bandhani print saree for her. There were bangles and assorted pieces of costume jewellery alongside a small pot of sindoor, the traditional vermillion all married women wore in the centre parting of their hair.

      “Very nice,” her mother-in-law uttered, clearly satisfied.

      Radha presented it all to her formally, covering her head and touching her feet again for her blessings.
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MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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