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Prologue

They tell her she must go into the room, but she squeezes her eyes shut and vehemently shakes her head, the movement making her braids swing in wide arcs. Anupama, a distant relative, says that before leaving for the hospital two days ago, the unfortunate woman had braided her daughter’s hair. She was a loving mother; the girl and she were close, a neighbor adds.

The girl’s aunt, who arrived only an hour ago, has taken charge of the funeral arrangements. A slight frown mars her smooth forehead at the unexpected hitch; the girl must pay her respects before the body is removed to the cremation ground. She leaves the room to return with the girl, who now has an eager smile. A bandage covers her eyes. Her aunt coaxes her to come closer. She takes the girl’s hands in her own and places them at the foot of the flower-laden stretcher. 

“Where’s my baby brother?” the girl asks, eagerly pushing aside the bandage. She screams, and Anupama pulls her into her arms. The girl beats against her and tries to push her away. Anupama takes her into another room. She rubs her back and wipes her tears. She gives her water. But the girl is inconsolable. She keeps sobbing that her mother had promised to bring home a brother.

“Don’t indulge her,” the aunt tells Anupama. “She isn’t a baby. She’s almost eight.”

“Seven. Sudha completed seven last month,” Anupama corrects her.

“Seven then. It’s always better to learn the truth. Now she knows. She won’t ask for her mother when I take her with me tomorrow.”

“So soon? Won’t you stay until the thirteenth-day ceremony at least?”

“My husband will stay, but I must go back because I’ve left my daughter with my sister.”

“It’s sad that Sudha has to lose her home along with her mother.”

“Who will look after her here? Her grandmother died last year. Her father’s job keeps him away from home for most of the month.”

“Sudha will not go easily. She loves it here.”

But Sudha goes, clutching the small bag that her aunt has packed for her. “I’m going to bring my brother home,” she tells Anupama. “I have to take care of him.”  She doesn’t know her aunt has once again tricked her. That it will be ten years before she sees her brother. That they will grow up apart, in different households, and like many other memories, her promise to her mother will also fade away. 

 


Chapter 1

Sudha soaked in the splendor of the sunrise. For years now, watching dawn break over the expanse of level land that stretched to the horizon had become a ritual. She would wake up at five-thirty – a habit from the years she had spent in her aunt’s house – and after a quick wash, come out into the enclosed garden at the back of the house. 

The garden was small, with a cemented path in the center that led to a narrow wicket gate. On both sides of the path were beds of vegetable plants and herbs. A row of potted rose bushes, a few marigold plants, and a flowering jasmine creeper made up the rest of the garden.

Sudha first cleaned the two dishes that served as bird feeders and filled one with a mix of grains and the other with water. As the darkness started to lighten, she swept the path and removed dead leaves and dry ends from the plants. There was no urgency for any of the jobs, but she liked being outdoors at that hour. When the distant trees emerged out of the darkness, she went to stand at the wicket gate and watch the sky change its hues. She never tired of watching the sun rise over the horizon. The magnificence made everything else seem insignificant. 

‘Om Ghrinim Surya Adityamu. Bless us with light, energy, and sustain life on earth,’ she murmured unconsciously, repeating the mantra her grandmother had taught her years ago.

Minutes later, the birdsong began, and flocks of birds rose into the sky. As the first of her feathered friends stopped at the improvised bird feeder, Sudha went back into the house.
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“I’ve packed your lunch,” Sudha said, handing the tiffin box to her husband.  Vinay looked surprised. He came home for lunch every afternoon. 

“I told you I’ll be going to the city today!”

“What about Raghu?”

Sudha leaned closer and straightened Vinay’s shirt collar. “He’ll go to Ravi’s house. I’ve already spoken to his mother.”

Vinay nodded and turned to leave. Sudha caught his wrist. “Don’t you want to know why I’m going out?”

“Why should I? You’ll tell me all about it in the evening,” Vinay answered, his features relaxing into a smile.

“You should smile more,” Sudha said, tracing the dimple that appeared in her husband’s left cheek.

“You smile enough for both of us.”

“We can never have enough smiles and laughter.”

Sudha stood at the door, looking at Vinay as he walked down the road. Just before he turned the corner, he looked back and lifted his hand in a half-wave.

Sudha waved back, smiling at the thought that in their eight years of marriage, she had managed to bring about so many small changes in Vinay. He still took life too seriously, but perhaps that was good. Her exuberance and Vinay’s calm and steady ways together kept their family life stable.

Sudha quickly finished the rest of the household chores. Deciding what to wear wasn’t difficult because she didn’t have that many saris. She hurriedly got ready as she wanted to take the eleven o’clock shuttle bus. 

Vinay worked for a government-owned power distribution company. It was about fifty-five kilometers from Hyderabad and spread over a large area. In addition to the offices and the grid, quarters for the employees were also provided. However, most of the houses in the colony were unoccupied. Only twenty families lived in the quarters.  The labor came from nearby villages. Office staff and those not involved in the day-to-day technical upkeep of the plant preferred to live in the city. Commuting for them was not a problem; the company ran shuttle buses from three different points in the city. 

When Sudha had moved in after marrying Vinay, the silence and the large empty spaces had bothered her. Even the trees were few as the land had been cleared for construction. Vinay had told her that the management wanted all the employees to live in the accommodation provided by the company. Very soon, the other houses would be occupied. When that happened, a school, a crèche, and some essential shops would also open. 

That was eight years ago. 
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Sudha joined the group of women already waiting for the bus. The eleven o’clock shuttle had been nicknamed the Ladies Shuttle because housewives used it the most. It gave them sufficient time to shop or visit friends in the city.

Jaya smiled as Sudha joined the group. “Where are you going?” 

“It’s Renuka’s weekly off. She has asked me to spend some time with her.” 

“Your husband’s cousin?”

Sudha nodded and looked away. Lying didn’t come easily to her. It isn’t a complete lie. I’ll be seeing Renuka.

“I’m going to buy a sari,” Jaya said when they were on the bus. “All the shops are running festival sales with special offers.”

“New clothes are a waste of money here,” Deeksha grumbled from the adjacent seat. A year ago, she had married one of the employees and moved into the township. “My mother wanted to send a new sari for my birthday, but I told her not to. I have yet to wear all the clothes she gifted me for my wedding. I thought we would have parties and potlucks and kitty parties, but this place is like a ghost town in the center of nowhere.”

“We aren’t that bad! We may not have all those things, but we do visit one another!” Jaya said. 

“I didn’t mean it like that! Everyone is nice and helpful, but we have no entertainment. All my clothes are too grand to wear for dropping in on a neighbor. I shall put them away in polythene bags and stick to old and drab clothes.”

“You always dress well,” Sudha said. “Your clothes don’t look old. They are quite fashionable.”

“You must see how my sister dresses. She lives in Mumbai and her husband has connections with Bollywood.” 

“You’ll have an occasion to dress up this Saturday,” Meena pointed out in her loud voice.  

Immediately, everyone was talking about the function. Some women confessed that they were going to the city to spruce up their wardrobes. 

Jaya turned to Sudha. “What will you be wearing?” 

“I haven’t decided.” 

“It’s time you bought something new! I’ve told you so many times that all you need is to open an account in one of the shops that sell on credit.”

“Credit or cash, it’s the same, isn’t it? Why spend on something that isn’t essential? Deeksha is right. We don’t need to dress up because all we do is visit one another.”
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On her way from the bus stop to Renuka’s flat, Sudha stopped at a flower vendor and bought a string of jasmine. Two years after their marriage, Vinay had informed her that his cousin was moving to Hyderabad. At first, Sudha had been excited. They had neither friends nor relatives living close enough to visit. Her aunt’s family lived in Chennai, and Vinay’s mother lived in Vijayawada. But when Vinay told her that his cousin held a master’s degree in Computer Science and worked as a manager in an IT firm, Sudha was dismayed. What would she have in common with a highly qualified lady who held a good position? She was also much older than her, with children already settled. But Renuka had welcomed her with affection. Very soon, they had become close.  

Sudha had never had any close friends. She hadn’t had the opportunity. Growing up in her uncle’s house, she had dropped out of school to help with the housework and to take care of her aunt. When she was seventeen, she had appeared for her matriculation exam as a private candidate for which she had been tutored at home. 

Renuka opened the door as soon as Sudha rang the bell. She welcomed her affectionately and told her to make herself comfortable. Sudha removed the small packet of flowers and cut the string into two lengths, one for her and the other for Renuka. 

“The only time I wear jasmine in my hair is when you come to see me.” Renuka closed her eyes as she inhaled the sweet fragrance.  

“You’re too busy to think of such things.” 

“I’ve forgotten to enjoy the simple pleasures of life. But enough about me. I’ll make some coffee and then you can tell me all about your secret plan!”

“Shall I make the coffee?”

“No need. It’s only instant coffee.”

Sudha nodded happily and picked up a magazine. 

“Here.” Renuka handed her a ceramic mug. “Now tell me. What’s it you want me to do?” 

“Help me shop for Vinay and Raghu.”

Renuka took a sip. “I guess you haven’t told Vinay.”

“I offered to tell him,” Sudha said with a mischievous smile. “You know how he is! He refuses to buy anything for himself. He says he doesn’t need new clothes because he has to wear that grey uniform for work. What about when he comes to visit you? Should he not dress well? All his shirts are faded. Some have a frayed collar.”

“This is about the function, isn’t it?” Renuka asked.

“Yes. Everyone will be there. Even those who live in the city will also attend. Some of them might even wear a coat. I want Vinay to look good, but he’s so reluctant to spend money that I’m forced to go behind his back and buy clothes for him.”

“Vinay lost his father when he was twelve. He has seen difficult times. That’s why he’s so cautious.”

Sudha nodded. She didn’t reveal that it was more than caution on Vinay’s part. They were on a tight budget because he sent a third of his salary to his mother. She had a meager pension, but her medical expenses were high. It would ease matters if she moved in with them. They had a spare room, and the company ran a free medical dispensary. But she didn’t want to leave her home. Vinay had asked her several times, and Sudha had assured her she would look after her well, but her mother-in-law kept putting off the move. In all fairness, it wasn’t her fault. Vinay had never let her know he was finding it a financial strain to maintain two households.

“You are good for Vinay,” Renuka continued. “You know how to lighten his mood.”

“I love him!” Sudha smiled as she toyed with the fringe of her sari pallav. “I didn’t know what to expect when I married him. My uncle accepted the proposal because Vinay did not demand a dowry. At that time, I thought he hadn’t taken a dowry because he was well off. Later, I imagined he had seen me somewhere and been swept off his feet! I didn’t know it was a matter of his self-respect and principles. Your cousin is a special person. He deserves the best.”
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Sudha took her time over making a selection. Finally, she chose a superfine cotton shirt in cream and dark brown trousers, both of a leading brand. If she had to put up with Vinay’s scolding, the clothes had better be worth it. Next, she bought clothes and shoes for Raghu. Here, she wasn’t worried. While Vinay skimped on his needs, he never minded when Sudha bought something for their son.

“What about you?” Renuka asked.

“What about me?”

“What will you wear for the function?”

Sudha shrugged. “I’ll wear my wedding sari.” 

“It won’t do, you know. Kanjeevaram1 silks are suitable for weddings, not dinner parties.”

“I don’t care. Who’ll notice me anyway?”

“Now you’re sounding like Vinay.”

“Vinay needs new clothes so that he doesn’t look shabby. I might look overdressed, but I won’t be the only one. Some other women might also come dressed in their wedding saris.”

“Sudha, allow me to gift you a sari. I promise I won’t buy anything expensive. Fancy saris for party wear come in a wide range of prices.”

“You know Vinay. He’ll blame himself for not being able to buy anything for me.”

“What do you think he’ll say now? That you bought clothes for him but denied yourself? He won’t like it.”

“He’ll grumble a bit, but I’ll convince him.”

Renuka took her arm as they left the shop. “I have an idea.”

“Please! My wedding sari will do very well. I don’t want to upset Vinay. It’s going to be difficult enough to make him accept the clothes I‘ve bought for him.”

Renuka refused to listen. As soon as they returned to her flat, she took out two saris from her wardrobe. Both were in similar shades of blue, one slightly darker but not enough to signify. The material was georgette. Both had zardozi borders embellished with luminescent beadwork. 

“You can see they are almost identical. I bought one, and the other was gifted to me on some occasion. It has been lying in my wardrobe for the last four or five years. I want you to have it.”

“But Vinay …”

“Give me your phone!” Renuka placed both the saris side by side and took a photo. “That’s your evidence when you tell him why I gave the sari.” She handed the sari, along with the matching blouse material. 

“Thanks! It’s beautiful! But will it suit me? I mean, I’m dark and fat. I’ll look like a sparrow dressed in peacock feathers.”

“You’re not dark. You have a dusky complexion like most of us do. And whoever gave you the idea that you are fat? You aren’t skinny, but you’re not fat either. What’s got into you? I’ve never seen you put yourself down.”

Sudha chewed on her lower lip. “The sari is much grander than anything I’ve ever worn. It doesn’t seem me. That’s all.”

“My dear, all its glitter is nothing when compared to your lovely smile. Hasn’t anyone told you that you light up the room as soon as you enter it? Your liveliness and energy are infectious.”

Sudha knew Vinay’s cousin was only being kind. She was average-looking. Everything from her height to her complexion and her features was ordinary. To make up for her plainness, she highlighted her large almond-shaped eyes with kohl. 

“The function is only three days away. Do you want my tailor to stitch the blouse?” Renuka asked.

“I’ll make it myself,” Sudha said, her mind already on the different designs she could use. 

“For a moment, I forgot that you know sewing and embroidery. Eisha loved the samples I showed her.”

“How is Eisha’s boutique doing?”

“She has opened another outlet. She’s also supplying to an export house.”

Sudha nodded, ignoring the stab of regret. When Renuka had introduced her to Eisha, she was excited; she would be earning money and helping with the family expenses. But Vinay had refused. He didn’t want her slaving over piecework. It would fetch next to nothing and also spoil her health. She had accepted his reasons even though she knew his pride was at the crux of his refusal. 

“You will change his mind one day,” Renuka said, reading her thoughts.

“I hope so. Your cousin can be very stubborn.”

“So can you. You succeeded in making him accept the smartphone your brother sent from Hong Kong.”

“Ramesh did that. He practically begged Vinay and promised not to send any more gifts. He said the smartphone was so that he could make video calls. Vinay tried telling him we would keep one phone – the one he sent for me – but Ramesh wouldn’t listen. Now we both have smartphones and are faced with the problem of keeping them out of Raghu’s reach!”

 


Chapter 2

Vinay came in at half-past eight after working an extra shift. Raghu ran outside to meet him. “Mummy bought me new clothes and shoes!” He eagerly described the fancy shoelaces, not waiting for his father to come inside.

Vinay looked at Sudha over Raghu’s head. “So that’s where you went,” he said, flashing one of his rare smiles.

Sudha smiled back and took Vinay’s office bag from him. Later, while they were having dinner, she asked Raghu what he had done at his friend’s house. Raghu immediately launched into a detailed narrative that gave Vinay no opportunity to ask Sudha anything about her trip to the city.

After Raghu went to bed, she brought out the shirt and trousers, and sari. Vinay barely glanced at them before looking at her accusingly. “I told you not to use the money from your account!”

Sudha hated it that Vinay refused to let her spend from the account that Ramesh had opened for her from Hong Kong. She had tried to tell him that her brother did not mean to humiliate them. He was only making up for all the years when they were both dependent on their relatives and couldn’t afford to have any desires. 

Two years ago, Ramesh had joined a construction company in Hong Kong. It was a three-year contract. The pay was decent, but the hours were long. His situation was not that different from Vinay's, except that he was paid in dollars, which translated to more rupees, and being single, he did not have a family to support. But his temperament was different. He found joy in living. Like Sudha, he was easily content and did not stress about the future. 

When he had opened the account for her, he had told her it was for his convenience. “I don’t know how to select gifts. I’ll send the money and you treat yourself.” On her birthday and Raghu’s birthday, on Diwali and Raksha Bandhan2and on her wedding anniversary, he transferred a couple of hundred dollars into her account. Vinay insisted that she spend the money only on herself. He even refused to look at the passbook. It was a good thing because she wouldn’t have been able to explain the small debits towards the end of every month that went towards covering the shortfall in the housekeeping money. 

“I didn’t touch my account.” Sudha looked him in the eye and lied. “I have been saving small amounts from the housekeeping money. I was quite surprised it added up to so much.”

“Sudha, I’m not a fool. That sari alone must have cost a lot.”

“I didn’t buy that sari. Renuka gave it to me.” She held up her hand, asking him to allow her to continue. “I tried my best to refuse, but she did not listen. The thing is, she has two identical saris. She bought the first one, and the second is a gift. When she showed me both the saris and told me to take one, I didn’t know what to say. She’s your cousin, but we’re as close as sisters, and this is what sisters do. They share or pass on things without a second thought. I couldn’t say no, but if it bothers you, I won’t wear the sari. I won’t return it either. It can lie in my almirah as a token of Renuka’s affection.”

Sudha suppressed a smile at the glazed look in her husband’s eyes. It was the first time she had expressed her opinion about anything. Usually, she listened to his point of view and went along with it. Before he could recover from his shock, she pushed the advantage. “I spent my savings on you and Raghu. I also cleared out the junk in the attic and sold it to a scrap dealer. I want you two to look your best on Saturday. We may have to make a few sacrifices this month because I dipped into the housekeeping money. I know! I know I shouldn’t have, but I got carried away!”

Sudha slumped into a chair, dropping her head between her crossed arms in her lap.

“Sudha!” Vinay cried, falling to his knees as her shoulders shook. “Please don’t be upset! Don’t cry!” He rushed into the kitchen and returned with a glass of water. Sudha dabbed at her eyes with her sari pallav and took a sip. She wished she could tell him she had been laughing uncontrollably. Even now, laughter threatened to overpower her. She had either lost her mind or was hysterical. She bit the inside of her cheek and composed her face before looking up.

“Better now?” 

The look of concern on Vinay’s face brought a wave of tenderness to Sudha’s heart. Gently, she touched his cheek. “I’m sorry. I overreacted.”

“It’s my fault. I upset you. You don’t like it that I refuse to use the money your brother gifts you.”

“I understand.”

“It isn’t about pride. I feel that I should be able to fulfil my family’s needs. If I use the money Ramesh sends, I’ll be failing in my duty. But I promise you, things will change. Once I clear the certification course that I’m studying for, I’ll get a salary hike.”

“Do you like the clothes?” Sudha asked after a pause. She had no wish to prolong the discussion. They had discussed Vinay’s plans many times. He believed in putting life on hold until he could afford luxuries. Sudha wanted to seize joy from small moments, like buying inexpensive gifts for the family, trying out new dishes at home, and spending time with friends. 

“I still don’t see why I must dress up for the Foundation Day celebration. The management should have told us to come in our uniforms.”

“They want the families to join in the celebration. That’s why. By the way, I went to a lot of trouble over those clothes!”

“I like them! But I don’t see …”

“You like them. Good. Now let me put them away so that they don’t get creased!”  

Sudha hung the shirt and trousers in the almirah. She switched off the light and drew the curtain aside. The night air was pleasantly cool. Velvety darkness stretched all the way to the star-studded sky. She hugged herself, happy and content. 

“Come here.” Vinay’s voice was low and caressing. 

Sudha went to his side and rested her head against his shoulder. “What is it?” 

“I know what you did.”

“What did I do?”  Sudha asked, smiling to herself in the dark.

“You managed to have your way.”

“So? Have your way, too.” 
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Sudha stood in front of the mirror, checking her appearance. The blue sari made her feel years younger. Slimmer, too, because it draped so well. She had found a set of pearls–paste but as lustrous as real–that matched the beadwork on the sari. 

Vinay came in. “Where are those cufflinks?” 

“Those cufflinks?” Sudha lifted her eyebrows. “I don’t understand.”

Vinay stood behind her and placed his hands on her shoulders. “Did you think I had forgotten your first gift?” he asked, smiling at her reflection.

“You told me I mustn’t get carried away.” Sudha pulled a long face and mimicked Vinay. “You have married an ordinary man. I have simple needs. Don’t waste money on gifts I’ll never use.”

“I was wrong. But you mustn’t blame me. How was I to know that my wife has such excellent housekeeping skills? I’m still amazed that you’re able to save anything from what I give you.”

 Sudha extracted a small box from the almirah. She clasped the cufflinks and stood back to admire her husband. He was a good-looking man. A little on the thin side, but he carried himself well. 

“Well?” he asked.

“Mr. Vinay Kumar, you’re looking exceedingly handsome. But then, you always do.”

“Thank you, ma’am.” Vinay offered his arm. Sudha took it, giggling like a sixteen-year-old.  When they turned the corner of their lane, they met Jaya and her family.  

“So, you did buy a new sari! It’s so pretty!” Jaya exclaimed. 

“I didn’t buy it.” Sudha sensed Vinay stiffen. “I mean, it isn’t new.”

“I’ve never seen it.”

“I … we never had such an occasion before! We attended a few weddings and I thought … I mean, I preferred wearing my Kanjeevaram sari.”
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Sudha enjoyed every moment of the evening. The event was held outdoors because the hall, though spacious, could not accommodate all the employees and their families. Officials from the company’s head office were present on the decorated dais. They made speeches and announced awards for best employee performance. Sudha was thrilled when Vinay was called up to receive a citation and a cash prize of two thousand rupees. He looked smart, well-dressed, and confident. Later, the gala dinner was held. The caterers were from the city. At first, Sudha tried to stop Raghu from eating too many sweets and ice cream, but then she gave up. All the children were making frequent trips to the different food stalls. They were excited and in high spirits. It was better to let him be.

Gradually, the evening wound down. First, the officials left. Others followed in cars and hired vehicles, and on two-wheelers. In addition to the shuttle buses, the company vehicles were also pressed into taking people back to the city.

“Raghu is falling asleep on his feet. We should leave,” Sudha said when Vinay finally came over to her. She had never seen him look so relaxed or spend time with the other men.

“We’re leaving.” Vinay lifted Raghu into his arms, who immediately fell asleep.

It was a fifteen-minute walk back home, but they were in no hurry to end the evening. “Why didn’t you tell me about the award?” Sudha asked.

“I didn’t know about it. Management either kept it a secret, or it was a last-minute decision to mark twenty-five years of the center.”

“Only five employees were selected. You must be something special!”

“It takes an award for you to know that?”

Sudha saw the half-smile on her husband’s face. “Naturally,” she teased in return.

“You have such poor judgment. I knew from the start that you are special.”

“Look at the sky! How beautiful it looks!”

Vinay obligingly looked up. “Lots of new stars up there!”

Sudha lightly punched his arm. “Everything seems more beautiful tonight. We don’t realize how isolated our lives are in the colony. It would be different if all the employees lived in the quarters. Sometimes the place feels like a ghost colony with most of the houses locked up.”

“You never told me you’re unhappy here.”

“I’m not unhappy, but … it gets lonesome during the day when you and Raghu aren’t home. All the houses in our row are shut up. The only other family in our lane keeps to itself. When Subodh and Prerna moved in, I expected to have some company. But Prerna doesn’t even smile. I tried to draw her out but …”

Vinay nodded. He knew about Sudha’s last attempt to befriend Prerna. The nurse at the dispensary had told her that Prerna was expecting a baby. Sudha had put together a small gift basket and gone over to offer congratulations, but Prerna had not opened the door even though she was home; Sudha had seen her hastily pull the curtain close when she walked up to the front door. She had not tried again.

“Jaya and the others also went to see her. They say she didn’t even offer a glass of water.”

“We don’t know her problems,” Vinay said. “Subodh is an alcoholic. He’s been issued a warning about coming drunk to work.”

“I didn’t know that!”

“Neither did I until today. He works in a different division. His colleague told me Subodh went into his manager’s cabin and created a scene this morning. He was drunk.”

“Do you think he abuses Prerna? I’ll go and see her tomorrow.” 


Chapter 3

The phone rang barely an hour after they went to bed. It was Prerna. “Please come!” she said in a scarcely audible voice. 

“Is it the baby? Are you ill?”

 “Please … come!” 

Sudha dropped the receiver into the cradle and shook Vinay awake. “Hurry! Prerna needs help!”

“Who?”

“Prerna! Subodh’s wife!” 

“What’s wrong with her?”   And then he turned white. “Oh no. She’s pregnant and the baby is coming.”

“I don’t know! Hurry!”

“What about Raghu? What if he wakes up?”

“He never wakes up in the middle of the night. But if you want, you can stay with him, and I’ll go. Prerna lives only three houses away.”

“We’ll both go and then I’ll come back.” Vinay quickly buttoned up his shirt. Sudha grabbed a shawl and flung it over her nightclothes. 

The front door to Prerna’s house stood ajar. Subodh was sprawled on the floor, snoring loudly. The floor was littered with dirty glasses and empty bottles.

Sudha sidestepped him and hurried into the bedroom. Prerna was slumped beside the telephone. She must have dragged herself out of her bed to make the call and now didn’t have the strength to go back. Her face was bathed in sweat. Her long hair had come undone and looked matted into clumps. 

“Prerna! Let me help you back!” Sudha turned to the door. “Vinay, come in!”

Vinay lifted Prerna and carefully deposited her on the bed. Sudha helped her turn to her side. She straightened the tangle of bedsheets as much as she could and rubbed Prerna’s back. “Have the labor pains started? Have you timed the contractions?”

Prerna mutely shook her head. She looked terrified.

“Who is your doctor? Do you have his number?”

Prerna clenched her jaws together as more sweat poured down her face. Sudha turned to Vinay. “Call the ambulance. We must take Prerna to the hospital!” Vinay rushed out.

The pain eased, and Prerna broke into heart-wrenching sobs as she confessed there was no money in the house. “Whatever I had put aside is gone. Subodh stole the money. I found out only this morning. When I asked him, he … he struck me and went out. The pains started in the evening. I told him to call someone, but … but …”

“We’ll do something. The ambulance will be here soon. Have you packed a bag for the hospital?”

Prerna shook her head and cried out loudly as another wave of pain hit her.  
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Sudha would not forget that night for as long as she lived. By an unfortunate coincidence, none of the company vehicles were available. They had all gone to the city to drop off employees back home. The dispensary had an ambulance for emergencies, but the driver had volunteered to drop a guest who had come in his own car but was feeling a little unwell. He had taken the key with him.

Except for the children who slept soundly in their homes, every man and woman was at the house, all eager to help but not knowing what to do. Subodh had been roused and was weeping in great heaving sobs or being sick. When asked about the doctor and what arrangements he had made for the birth, he would only say that everything was lost now, and it was all his fault. He hadn’t paid the doctor for the earlier visits and had quarreled with the nursing home staff. 

Someone called up the general manager at his residence in the city. He spoke to the government hospital. “They will send an ambulance. It’ll take some time. They are swamped because of an outbreak of dengue, but they will admit Mrs. Subodh.”

Time was what they did not have.  The men huddled outside the house. Some were on the phone, trying for another ambulance as the promised one had not turned up, even though the hospital said it had already left a while ago. Someone suggested calling a midwife from the nearby village and set off on his two-wheeler. As the inaction became intolerable, two other men said they would try for a midwife in the other villages, as if the man who was on the job would not be able to go on to the next village. 

The women were in the house. Except for Deeksha, they were all mothers, but none of them knew what to do; they had given birth in hospitals. The little knowledge they had was from TV shows and movies, and it was limited to knowing that hot water and clean towels were needed. 

The house was filthy, with dirty dishes piled up in the sink and not a clean cloth in sight. Deeksha, who was pregnant, turned green in the stale atmosphere of the house. Sudha sent her off to check on Raghu. Some of the other women took over the cleaning and the boiling of water. Two went home to bring clean towels and check on their children. Only Sudha and Jaya remained by Prerna’s side.

Prerna was no longer in control of her senses. Her screams rent the night. She was barely conscious of anything other than Sudha. She gripped her hand hard. Sudha did not mind the pain. Helpless to do anything to relieve Prerna’s agony, she kept wiping her face with a damp cloth and telling her everything would be all right. Jaya prayed in a corner, softly chanting the Gayatri Mantra3 and pleading for divine help.

The ambulance and the midwife arrived within minutes of each other. The paramedic staff ruled out moving Prerna. Sudha stayed on, bound to Prerna by unknown ties. 

Prerna gave up the fight. It was as if she were waiting to ensure that her child was born. She took her last breath at the first cry of the newborn. 

Sudha’s back, her shoulders, her arms, every part of her body ached, but she could not walk out of the room. She pulled up a chair beside the bed and sank into it. She picked up Prerna’s hand. It was cold and clammy, but the coldness was not of death. It was the residue of Prerna’s struggle to bring her child into the world. Sudha’s tears flowed as the hand lay limp and unresponsive in her own. 

The midwife cleaned the baby girl. “Hold her.” She placed the baby in Sudha’s lap. Sudha cradled her with her free arm. The tiny mite, all eyes and dark hair, opened her eyes and looked up with unblinking eyes. She uncurled her fist and gripped Sudha’s little finger. Bemused, Sudha looked down at Prerna’s lifeless hand that still rested on her palm and then at the tiny fingers clutching her with the strength of life.

Gently, she placed Prerna’s hand on her chest and took her baby home.

 


Chapter 4

Sudha carefully draped the baby in her shawl and came out of the house. The sharp rays of the sun blinded her for a moment. They also brought her back to the present. She quickened her footsteps. Raghu must have woken up long ago. He must be hungry!

“Sudha!” Vinay’s voice made her halt. She watched him detach himself from the group of men. Worry etched his face. “Are you alright? You didn’t sleep a wink.”

“Prerna is dead. She didn’t even get to see her daughter.”

“I know. We’re discussing the funeral. Subodh’s manager is on the way. He’ll take charge of the arrangements.”

“The funeral,” Sudha repeated blankly. 

“You’re not yourself. Give the child to someone else and get some sleep. Don’t worry about Raghu. Deeksha has taken him to her place. He’ll stay with her the whole day. Luckily, it’s Sunday, so there’s no school.”

“The baby’s no problem. She’ll sleep and so will I.”

“Are you sure?” Vinay placed his hand on her arm and gazed at her with troubled eyes. 

“I’ll be all right.”
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Sudha bolted the door and leaned heavily against it. The nausea that had built up through the night threatened to overpower her. She gently put the bundled-up baby down on the table and rushed into the bathroom. After throwing up, she removed her blood-stained clothes and stood under the shower. 

“Why didn’t you tell me!” she
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