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PART I


Chapter 1

The sky was like lead—heavy and grey with the threat of a storm that would either come in the next couple of hours, or not at all. Duha Rahman glanced at the sky and quickened her pace. She normally loved the rain; she could stand at the window of her room staring as it lashed the road and trees for hours. But today, she didn’t think the weather would change so rapidly when she left her house.

Ammi had reminded her to take her umbrella, as usual, but Duha had ignored her. She never carried an umbrella, even if it was raining. Now, if the skies decided to open up, the precious dress in her plastic bag could get ruined, and she wouldn’t be able to attend Hadiya’s engagement, and her best friend would kill her.

She walked swiftly, cursing her decision to slip into her new platform shoes today. They did not make walking easy, and she’d nearly tripped once on her way to the tailor.

The sky darkened further.

Duha muttered a curse under her breath and winced. She had to stop swearing so much, but it had become ingrained in her after five years of college with girls who didn’t have any qualms about letting loose a string of F-words whenever they felt like it.

She crossed a lane, carefully stepping around a pile of dog poo. She barely missed it. If she’d destroyed the new shoes, it would have broken her heart. This time, the curse word slipped out even more easily.

But home was almost here. She pulled the kurta away from her body because despite the signs of rain, she was sweating. She really needed to start going on morning walks again. Maybe she could drag Abbu with her because it looked like he needed the exercise too.

Finally. She spotted her house at the end of the cul-de-sac and her shoulders sagged in relief.

A fat raindrop fell on her head. Oh no. Hurrying, she was glad that the roads were oddly empty at this time of the day. Her heel twisted and she quickly reached out to balance herself, the plastic bag nearly slipping out of her hand.

Wobbling on her shoes, she righted herself. If she fell and hurt herself, or if the dress got destroyed, there was no way she would be able to go for Hadiya’s engagement tonight. Ammi would definitely be happy, because she didn’t want her to go anyway. But no way was she missing her best friend’s engagement. She had been waiting for this day ever since Hadiya had called her excitedly, telling her of the proposal her family had received for her.

At first, Duha had been shocked that Hadiya was getting married. It would change everything. She was still getting over college coming to an end. This seemed like too much for her to process. Even Ammi had gone silent on hearing about the upcoming engagement, and Duha hadn’t understood why, until she overheard her parents talking later that night.

They were discussing her.

Ammi was worried that Duha’s friends were getting married. It was time they started looking for her as well.

‘She’s only twenty-one,’ Abbu said.

‘You keep forgetting that she already had her birthday this year. She’s twenty-two,’ Ammi argued, an evident note of worry in her voice.

Duha had walked away from there uneasily. Most of her classmates already had jobs and were working. A small number had gotten married. Duha felt out of sorts with both sets of friends because she didn’t belong in either group. She hadn’t felt lonely because Hadiya was with her too.

Now, Hadiya would be joining the married-women group and she’d be all alone. She didn’t think she was ready for marriage yet. What was she to do?

As the day for Hadiya’s engagement had grown closer, Duha’s anxiety had been replaced by excitement and happiness for her friend—until, Ammi had expressed her displeasure at Duha attending the event. She didn’t want Duha to be spotted by any of the rishta aunties who inevitably would be lurking there. She wanted her daughter’s wedding to happen organically, with a rishta coming for her from someone known to them.

This had led to a minor fight at home, one in which her normally placid sister, Izma, had also tried to intervene. Abbu was away on a business trip. But eventually, sense prevailed. Ammi had agreed to send her to the engagement, only if she took Izma along with her.

Both Duha and Izma were horrified. Neither wanted the other at their social events. They decided between themselves that Duha would drop off Izma at her friend Mythili’s home where they would work on a school project because, well, that was how Izma was. Instead of watching MTV, she would rather use her precious time to log onto the internet and do research for a project.

Duha looked up at the sky again. Dark, like the scraped point of a pencil. She put her hand on the gate and let out a huge breath. Abbu was away again. She hated it when he wasn’t around. Ammi, she, and Izma were an odd trio—like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle that didn’t fit without him.

She pulled the latch on the gate, and stepped inside. Safe at last. A blob of something fell on her head. She touched it instinctively and grimaced.

‘Yuck!’

A crow dropping. She’d just washed her hair this morning, and now she would have to do it again.

At least nothing had fallen on the dress. She rang the bell and waited for Ammi to open the door. Ammi and she had gone to buy the dress in Fazal some days ago, and she was glad that both she and her mother had excellent sartorial sense. The tailor had promised her he would stitch it in a week but he had taken an extra week and Duha was worried that he may not make it in time, giving her yet another reason to miss the engagement.

The door opened and Ammi stood inside, a tired smile on her face. Then her gaze travelled up to her hair.

‘I know. I know,’ Duha said, quickly dropping the plastic bag on the sofa and hurrying to wash her hands.

‘Remove your shoes first!’ Ammi shouted.

‘First I need to wash my hands!’ Duha shouted back. She scrubbed away the slimy dropping from her fingers and then walked back to the hall where she removed her platform shoes. Limping back to her room, she switched on the geyser. Her feet hurt from walking so much in those shoes.

Ammi followed her inside. ‘Didn’t you shower earlier today?’

‘I did. But how can I go with that on my head?’ Duha asked as she rummaged through her cupboard for clothes.

‘Accha, listen. The driver said he can’t come today,’ Ammi said nonchalantly.

Duha turned around, dismayed.

‘Ammi! How will we go to the engagement then?’ she wailed.

‘I’ll take you,’ Ammi said with a smile.

Duha shook her head. ‘Ammi, it’s a small family affair and already I feel embarrassed I’m taking my little sister with me,’ she whispered furiously.

Ammi’s eyebrows shot up.

‘So, you’ll be embarrassed to take your mother along also, is it?’ Ammi asked.

Duha’s mind was racing. How was she going to ditch Izma at her friend’s if Ammi was coming along?

‘You know that’s not what I meant,’ she protested. God, it was going to be so embarrassing.

‘I’ll drop you both at her house and I’ll go meet your Farha Chachi. Her house is near Hadiya’s,’ Ammi said.

Oh thank God. But that still meant that Izma would have to come along with her. Duha hadn’t even told Hadiya that she was bringing her along. Also, if there was no driver then Ammi would pick her up very early because she got nervous driving once it got dark.

This was a disaster.

Ammi could clearly see her dismay on her face and her expression tightened.

‘This is the way it has to be, Duha,’ Ammi said firmly.

‘What if I take an auto and—’

Ammi shook her head. ‘You know we don’t get autos once it’s evening. And even if you get an auto to take you to Hadiya’s house, how will you get back?’

‘Someone can drop us back,’ Duha said but she knew it was futile. She could already see the evening ahead as a disaster. Maybe the crow dropping on her head had been an omen.

‘Someone?’ Ammi asked sharply. ‘Like some man from Hadiya’s family?’

‘Fine Ammi, you can do the honours,’ Duha snapped, annoyed. The engagement was going to be disastrous, but she’d promised Hadiya she would be there. She would do well to remember that it wasn’t her engagement or her big day. Shit could happen to her or fall on her, but she had to be there to support her best friend.

Ammi turned on her heels and walked away. Sighing, Duha contemplated whether to tell Hadiya about this, but decided against it. Hadiya was probably getting mehendi done on her palms and wouldn’t be able to come to the phone anyway. What would she even tell her, really?

Izma strolled in and frowned when she saw the streak of white in her hair.

‘Don’t ask,’ Duha muttered. ‘And our plans have changed. You’re really coming to the engagement with me.’

‘What? Why?’

Duha explained everything to her quickly, and Izma grimaced. Only her nerdy sister would choose working on a school project over eating biryani.

‘Ugh. So I have to get dressed too?’ she whined.

Duha nodded. ‘You’d anyway have to get dressed even if the driver was coming,’ she said. They had hoped to plead with the driver to do their bidding, but now everything had changed.

‘Fine,’ Izma pouted and walked away.

Duha stepped in for yet another shower. She really hoped her hair would dry out before she left for the evening.

When she emerged from the steamy bathroom, she blinked at the way her room had darkened. Outside, the sky had finally arrived at a decision. The smell of rain in the air was sharp, almost acidic.

Sniffling, Duha dressed quickly and wrapped a thick towel around her hair, turban style. She had long, wavy hair that fell to her waist. Ammi was really proud of it, as if she were somehow responsible for it. She claimed that Duha’s hair was so thick and beautiful because of all the almond oil massages she’d given her when she was a baby.

Duha loved her hair, but there were times like this when she wished she had shoulder-length hair, cut in a fashionable style like Karisma Kapoor. She knew how her mother would react if she ever heard that. Shock, horror, and disgust.

Stepping out of the bedroom, she walked towards the living room where she could hear the TV playing. That was odd. Ammi didn’t allow them to switch on the TV on Fridays.

She found Izma and Ammi sitting in the living room, their eyes fixed on the TV screen.

‘What happened?’ she asked, when she saw how pale Ammi looked. Her eyes were wide with shock. She turned to the TV to see what had caught their attention.

‘Princess Diana is dead,’ Izma whispered.

Duha felt a jolt in her chest. It was the kind of shock one felt when a well-known film personality had died, but this also felt a little personal. She knew how fond Ammi was of Diana and how disappointed she’d been when she had split up with Charles.

‘What happened?’ she asked.

‘Accident,’ Ammi whispered, still staring at the TV.

Outside, the leaden skies opened up, and rain started falling in grey sheets.


Chapter 2

By the time Duha had to leave for the engagement, the skies had cleared up but Ammi wasn’t in the frame of mind to drive a car. She was taking Princess Diana’s death very personally for some odd reason. Duha was ready in the mint green silk sharara she had stitched for the engagement, her face done up lightly with just a hint of sparkling silver eyeshadow and some lipstick but what was the point if Ammi couldn’t take them and go?

She fiddled with the transparent glass bangles on her wrist and sighed. Ammi had said she would get ready when she’d seen Duha emerge from her room twenty minutes ago. Izma flounced inside and sat down beside her and Duha suppressed her groan.

‘When I told you to get ready, I didn’t mean you should look like someone vomited Gelusil over you,’ she said, irritated.

Izma looked down at her Gelusil pink dress and frowned. ‘Stop being mean. This is a lovely pink colour; it makes me look very nice.’

Duha rolled her eyes. Mithai pink didn’t make anyone look nice, but she knew telling her sister this would be a waste of time.

‘Anyway, this is rani pink,’ Izma enunciated the word ‘rani’ as if Duha hadn’t ever heard of it before.

‘Whatever. Just find a corner somewhere to sit and read your book,’ she bit out as she looked at the clock. It was half past six. The engagement didn’t have a fixed time as such. It would take place once everyone was present, but they would wait for close family members, not college friends like her.

Hadiya was probably busy and wouldn’t have noticed that Duha hadn’t yet arrived, but she wanted to be there. She wanted to see her friend get dressed as a bride. She wanted to be around her when this life-changing moment happened to her. She wanted to absorb some of that happiness and see if that was what she wanted for herself as well.

The phone in the living room rang, startling her. She picked up the receiver, wondering who it could be.

‘Hello?’

‘Duha Rahman, what are you doing still answering the phone in your house instead of being in mine?’

Duha smiled involuntarily.

‘I’m leaving now,’ she promised Hadiya as she glanced up at her parents’ bedroom. The door was still shut. How she wished Abbu was here. There would be none of this drama and she would already be in Hadiya’s house without her brat of a younger sister. But Abbu had called earlier and spoken to Ammi briefly. He was coming back to Bangalore on Sunday.

Ammi’s mood had plummeted further after that.

‘Leave now,’ Hadiya ordered.

The door to Ammi’s room opened and Duha looked in that direction eagerly. Please let Ammi be all right, please let her be all right, she whispered mentally.

‘Yes, I’ll leave if you let go of the phone, right?’ Duha replied. Then, saying their byes and promising to be at her place soon, Duha dropped the receiver back into the cradle. She looked up as Ammi emerged from inside, dressed in her customary black burkha.

‘Are you girls ready?’ she asked.

‘Yes, we are,’ Duha said, brushing down her outfit for stray lint. Ammi examined her, the expression on her face devolving into one of annoyance.

‘Why are you wearing such a grand dress?’

Duha didn’t reply, tamping down her growing irritation. She had bought the dress with her for god’s sakes! Why was Ammi behaving like she didn’t remember anything?

‘You should wear something simpler,’ Ammi insisted.

‘Ammi, we bought this outfit at Fazals, remember?’ Duha said, walking to the shoe cupboard and pulling out her zardozi-encrusted, high-heeled silver sandals. She slipped her feet into them and balanced herself delicately. Instantly, she felt older, more sophisticated.

‘You should at least wear your burkha,’ Ammi said, as she pulled off the car keys from the hook on the wall.

‘Ammi, we discussed this already,’ Duha said lightly, really not wanting to get into a fight with her mother today. Things were already looking bleak.

‘What? What did we discuss?’ Ammi asked, frowning at the keys as if she was seeing them for the first time in her life.

‘That I wouldn’t wear it to my friends’ homes and all that, right?’ Duha reminded her as she opened the door. Ammi and Izma followed her outside, and she watched as Ammi locked the door slowly. She was seized with an urge to grab the keys from her mother and do it herself, but doing so would only delay their departure further.

Ammi didn’t respond, but Duha knew she was displeased. This was a deal she’d made thanks to Abbu’s interventions. He felt that Duha needn’t wear a burkha if she was visiting her friends. Ammi had been of the opinion that Duha didn’t need to visit her friends at all, but that was another matter altogether.

Izma sat at the back while Ammi took the driver’s seat. Duha sat next to her in the passenger seat. There was a slight nip in the air, but it wasn’t very cold. Ammi drove out of the house wordlessly while Izma got out to shut the gates, muttering something to herself under her breath.

‘You know the way, right?’ Duha asked anxiously just as Ammi narrowly avoided running over a stray dog. Ammi was a reliable driver, but she hardly got the chance to drive. She preferred being driven around, so she was a little out of practice.

‘Yes, I know the way to your friend’s house,’ Ammi said, her shoulders tight. Duha glanced at her. Had she upset her mother somehow? One never knew with Ammi. Breathe wrong and she wouldn’t talk to you for days. Okay, hours, but it felt like days.

Some of the excitement of attending the engagement crept back in, and Duha felt herself lighten up in anticipation of the evening ahead.

‘She should not have left her husband and gone off with that other man,’ Ammi said softly.

‘Huh?’

‘Diana. She should have stayed with her husband,’ Ammi said flatly.

‘Even after he cheated on her?’ Duha asked sharply.

‘These things happen,’ Ammi shrugged. ‘Had she been with her husband, she wouldn’t have been in that godforsaken tunnel with that man and gotten killed.’

Duha blinked. Ammi had a strange way of turning things around to make it look like Diana was to blame for her own death. But she wasn’t up for getting into an argument with her mother over it just yet. Not when there was an engagement to attend.

Hadiya’s house was visible even from the main road, especially as the entire house was covered with glittering lights.

Ammi drew in a breath as she neared the house and parked the car.

‘Okay, I will come and pick you up in an hour,’ she said.

‘Ammi!’ Duha exclaimed in dismay.

‘What? Isn’t that enough time?’ Ammi asked.

‘Why are you like this?’ Duha asked, turning around and leaving. She wanted to stomp away, but stopped herself because there were guests near the gate.

She sensed Izma follow her quietly as the two of them reached the gate, and turned to see Ammi drive away. She didn’t wave goodbye to her. Duha walked inside. Instantly, she felt like she had been transported to another world.

Lush, mysterious floral scents permeated the air and filled her lungs as she walked past the narrow walkway to the door. There was a shamiana erected in the garden and Duha kept her gaze averted. There’d be men lingering there. She had even covered her head with her dupatta, because she knew that was something her mother preferred.

They reached the main door which was kept open because guests kept walking in and out of the house. A little sadly, Duha left her high-heeled sandals outside, wishing she could walk inside with them—it completed her look. She should have worn the sandals at a function that wouldn’t be held inside the house. Then she could have kept them on and looked glamourous and tall.

She felt a little diminutive without them now. They walked inside, looking around at the busy atmosphere.

Hadiya’s mother spotted them and with a wide, welcoming smile, pulled them into a perfumed hug, patting both their cheeks. ‘So nice you could come. Hadiya’s in her room. Go, keep her company till the boy’s side comes for the ceremony,’ she said.

Duha nodded, feeling overcome with emotion all of a sudden. The engagement had become real for her in a way it hadn’t been until now. It had become more than just an occasion for her to get dressed up and show the world how pretty she could look. It had become a reality—her friend would be getting married and moving away.

Shaking off the feeling, she walked towards Hadiya’s bedroom, Izma following her. This day was turning out to be so strange, she wanted to salvage what was left of it. Duha stepped inside the room and saw Hadiya surrounded by other young girls, who were all chattering amiably. Hadiya didn’t spot her until she was right before her.

‘Finally!’ Hadiya said, shaking her head. ‘What took you so long?’

Heartened that their equation hadn’t changed just yet, Duha sat at the edge of the bed as the other girls scooted away.

‘Don’t ask!’ Duha said, making a face. She turned her head to indicate Izma, and Hadiya frowned, but quickly turned it into a smile.

‘Come Izma, sit!’ she said to a clearly uncomfortable Izma.

‘It’s fine. I’ll just sit in a corner and if I can find a book to read—’

‘Yes, get her a book to read and get her out of our hair,’ Duha said fervently.

‘Don’t be mean,’ Hadiya said, nodding to Izma. ‘Come and sit here with us.’

Duha rolled her eyes. She looked around the room. The other girls were looking at her and Izma with a great deal of curiosity. Hadiya introduced her to everyone, saying she was her best friend from college. Duha felt a smidgen of importance grow inside her at that.

But she also felt like things had changed too much already. She couldn’t talk to Hadiya like she’d hoped to. Hadiya was dressed and already wearing all the jewellery, but she was distracted, her mind was elsewhere. Someone brought up Princess Diana’s death and the atmosphere turned a little gloomy, until a woman came inside and whispered that the boy’s side had arrived.

The excitement inside grew several notches and the room quickly emptied of the girls who wanted to catch a glimpse of the nausho. Duha could sense Hadiya’s excitement too.

‘You want to see too?’ she asked.

Hadiya shook her head. ‘No, it’s fine. And anyway, he may not have come.’

Duha frowned. ‘How will you get engaged without him?’

‘He doesn’t need to be here, no? The women in his family will do the ceremony for me, and the men in my family will do it for him.’

‘How will they do it if he’s not here?’ Duha asked.

‘Maybe they’ll go to his house?’ Hadiya said, her eyes distant.

‘Your house, you mean,’ Duha nudged her playfully.

‘Shut up!’

Just then, a young girl came running inside. ‘The nausho has come too! He’s got a moustache and everything. He’s not at all handsome!’ Saying so, she ran back outside.

Duha and Hadiya looked at each other, and for a moment, Duha was alarmed. But then Hadiya grinned and started laughing.

‘You’re not upset at what she said?’ Duha asked, her anxiety giving way to laughter too.

‘She’s a kid. What does she know?’ Hadiya said. ‘You, on the other hand, can give me a better idea. Go and see, na. Tell me how he looks.’

Duha was conflicted. Ammi had expressly told her not to step out where she could be spotted by strange men. But she also wanted to do this for her friend. ‘You haven’t even seen a photo of his?’ she asked.

Hadiya sighed. ‘I have. But it’s a passport-sized photo, it shows nothing. No personality whatsoever. I want to see how he looks, but I’ll probably only see him at our wedding.’ She blushed.

Duha pursed her lips. She knew this was normal, but it was also absurd. How were women expected to just live the rest of their lives with these men they’d never even seen, let alone met? How were they to just accept them as the masters of their lives?

She knew this was in her future too. But she would think about that later. Covering her head with the slippery dupatta, she nodded to Hadiya.

‘I’ll be back with a full report,’ she said as she stepped out of Hadiya’s room cautiously.


Chapter 3

Duha looked around, not sure where she could spot the nausho. It wasn’t like he would be striding inside the house directly. She looked for the gaggle of girls who had been inside Hadiya’s room, finally spotting the little girl who had been so disdainful of his moustache.

‘Hey!’ she called out in a whisper. There was a visible sense of excitement in the air, and Duha found herself getting caught up in it.

‘What?’ the girl asked. She was struggling to tie a knot on the belt of her frock and Duha beckoned to her, helping her tie it.

‘Thank you, didi,’ the girl said, and was about to scamper away when Duha put her hand on the girl’s elbow.

‘Wait. Where’s the nausho?’ she asked.

The girl’s eyes narrowed. ‘Why?’

Duha straightened. ‘I also want to see him,’ she said. Thankfully, that was explanation enough for the girl and she nodded. Pulling Duha by the wrist, she led her to a large window that looked out over the lawn. Some of the other girls were standing there too, jostling to get a better look.

Duha was surprised at how different everything seemed inside Hadiya’s house today. She had come here a few times even after college got over—they usually just holed up together in Hadiya’s room, often talking about Shahrukh Khan and his movies. She’d never noticed much about the house. Even so, it seemed like she was in a strange space. Maybe it was the lights.

The garden was ablaze in sodium-vapour lamps, and they made the interior of the house pale in comparison. Duha shuffled to find a spot and finally managed to look outside. The lawn was unrecognisable now, teeming with people. The men from Hadiya’s family had congregated and were welcoming the bridegroom’s family inside the shamiana. Thankfully, the shamiana opened out on one side, offering everyone in the house a view of what was happening.

‘That’s him,’ the girl whispered to Duha as she pointed to a man in a navy sherwani. Duha felt a wave of disappointment wash over her. He wasn’t bad looking, but he was unremarkable. She didn’t know how she would articulate this to Hadiya. Still, she peered outside, hoping for some redeeming feature. He was not too tall, not too fat or thin, and his skin was a little on the fairer side.

Then he smiled at someone, and Duha held her breath. Okay. That was promising. She could tell Hadiya that he had a wonderful smile. It was the truth. The smile changed his demeanour and gave him a personality that hadn’t been evident right away.

Duha stood there for long moments, drinking him in, wishing she had her camera with her to take a photo. But even then, how would that help? It would take ages to get the photo developed. By then, Hadiya would see the official photos of the engagement and anyway, it was too late.

Too late for what? It wasn’t like they’d call this off because the nausho had the personality of a glucose biscuit dipped in milk. And it was her opinion, anyway. Hadiya could well be fond of glucose biscuits dipped in milk.

Her eyes moved to the left of the bridegroom, and…she stared. The man standing next to the bridegroom was wearing a full-sleeve black shirt, rolled up to his elbow. He was even wearing black jeans. She realised they were all posing for photos. The man beside the bridegroom moved away.

Her eyes tracked him. There was something arresting about his face, his behaviour, his overall demeanour. She watched him as he shook his head, refusing to be in the photos even as the nausho beckoned him. Was he the brother? Her heart rate quickened, her pulse thrummed.

He had caught the interest of the other girls standing at the window too.

‘Who’s that?’ someone whispered. Duha could sense their gazes on the man she had been staring at. For some silly reason, she wanted to shut their eyes so they’d stop staring at him.

‘Don’t know,’ another girl whispered. ‘I’m just glad he’s not the nausho.’

Everyone broke into giggles. Duha understood the sentiment as well. But she was more than intrigued by him and not really able to pin down her own feelings. She’d studied in an all-girls’ college, so she had hardly ever come across young men, good-looking or not. It had been by design, of course. Her parents didn’t want her to fall in love and have a disreputable ‘love marriage’ like some far-flung relative had had. They wanted to find a respectable young man for her.

Right now, her heart was racing. She swallowed, her throat dry, and blinked her eyes. He was real. He was still there. He accepted a glass of juice from a young boy and smiled.

There was an audible release of breath among the group.

He was not traditionally good-looking, but there was something about his eyes that made one want to look again. They were intense, and dark, and…something flipped in her belly. Powerful. She’d never felt this way before.

‘What is going on here?’

All the girls turned away from the window to face one of the older aunties who had caught them looking at the men.

‘Sharam nai hai?’ she chided them, but there was a twinkle in her eye; she didn’t really sound like she meant her reprimand. Still, Duha felt abashed at being caught staring at the men. ‘Ab hato. We are going to see them.’ More aunties followed her, tittering and chuckling, and Duha crept away from there quickly, dispersing with the other girls who were chattering about the men they’d seen.

Some of the girls returned to Hadiya’s room while others moved away. Duha wanted a moment alone with her friend, but at the same time, she didn’t know what she would tell her.

‘Didn’t he look like Bobby Deol in Barsaat?’ a girl asked as she walked inside Hadiya’s room.

Hadiya’s eyes lit up.

‘He looks like Bobby Deol?’ she asked eagerly.

The girl froze. Ouch. Better her than me, Duha thought quietly. But she also felt bad for Hadiya, even though she knew it was silly. So what if the nausho wasn’t a heartthrob? He had a sweet smile, and he could be a really wonderful person, right?

Duha walked up to Hadiya who was still sitting on the bed, and she picked up her mehendi-covered hands.

‘He’s very nice,’ she said.

Hadiya frowned. ‘Nice?’

Duha didn’t want to disappoint her friend, but she didn’t want to give her false hopes either. ‘He has the nicest smile I’ve seen,’ she said.

Hadiya didn’t say anything. ‘What aren’t you telling me?’ she asked, and then looked at the girl who had made the Bobby Deol faux pas. ‘Bolo Naziya, how is he?’

Naziya, who seemed to be the same age as them, shrugged and smiled awkwardly. ‘Hero hai,’ she said. No one heard her mutter under her breath that he could be the hero of a Tamil film. That wasn’t true. It was that moustache. Maybe Hadiya could convince him to shave it off once they got married. Or wait.

‘Actually, he looks like Arvind Swamy,’ Duha said quickly.

‘What? Really?’ Hadiya asked, her voice low but interested. Everyone in college had been in raptures when Roja was released.

‘Yeah. Definitely,’ Duha said with a nod. She could recall the resemblance now, and even if it wasn’t true, Hadiya could live with it. It would make this worthwhile for her.

‘Oh, thank goodness!’ Hadiya gasped softly and hugged Duha. ‘I’m so glad you could come today.’

‘Wild horses wouldn’t have kept me away,’ Duha responded, hugging her friend back. She felt something shift inside. It was the change that was in the air, the presence of all those men outside, that man and the way he’d looked, and it all came together to create a bittersweet feeling of longing inside her.

She turned around to look for Izma who was seated cross-legged on the floor in the corner of the room, meticulously flipping through Hadiya’s comic collection. Hadiya was an only child, so she’d never had to deal with a sibling, but for once, Duha was glad of her sister’s presence. She seemed like the only normal thing in a world where suddenly there was too much upheaval.

‘So who looked like Bobby Deol?’ Hadiya asked. Outside, they could hear a murmur of voices. The women folk from the nausho’s side had probably arrived as well.

‘No one,’ Duha said quickly. And it was true. There was no comparison, really. The man they’d seen outside—the one all the girls had been entranced by—was something else altogether.

‘Does your husband-to-be have brothers?’ she found herself asking, and sensed the hush in the room. All the girls in the room were waiting for Hadiya’s answer too. Duha felt a spurt of irritation. She’d seen him first.

So? What was she going to do about it? She was going to go home, forget about him, and move on. She didn’t even know his name, not that it would do her any good.

‘Brothers? Why? I don’t think so. He has a sister. I remember because she had come to see me with the family,’ Hadiya said.

Duha knew everyone else had deflated.

‘Why?’ Hadiya insisted. ‘Tell me.’

Duha was not sure what to tell her, but she was saved when the door opened, and Hadiya’s aunt stepped inside.

‘It’s time for the ceremony!’ she said in a hushed voice.

Hadiya immediately blushed and adjusted her dupatta over her head.

‘I’m looking fine, no?’ she asked Duha, her eyes anxious.

‘You look stunning,’ Duha assured her. Hadiya smiled, squeezing her hand.

‘Soon it will be your time, but I’ll be outside with the married women then, and I’ll have a good look at your husband-to-be,’ she said with a smile.

Duha’s smile froze. She tried not to make too much of the throwaway comment. Hadiya didn’t mean it in a nasty way, and it wasn’t like she had been waiting to get married for years. She was just twenty-two! And what was with all that ‘married woman’ bullshit she was spouting?

Duha decided to push it out of her mind right now as she smiled at Hadiya. They got down from the bed and Hadiya arranged her ghagra. Duha bent down to make sure the edges of the ghagra were perfectly aligned.

‘Come with me,’ Hadiya whispered, as her aunt stepped forward to take Hadiya’s arm and lead her outside.

Duha shook her head. This was definitely not part of the deal. Her mother would skin her alive if she found out.

‘Please,’ Hadiya pleaded. Duha licked her lips and glanced at Izma, who looked up from her corner and stared at her curiously.

‘I’ll come outside in a bit,’ Duha promised, and watched Hadiya leave. All the other girls crowded around the door and Duha stepped back inside the room, not wishing to watch the ceremony where her friend would become an engaged woman.

Duha wandered around the familiar yet strange bedroom, and found herself near the window. This window didn’t look out over the garden or Hadiya herself could have had an excellent view of the nausho.

Duha’s mind was racing for no reason. She drew in a breath and exhaled, staring outside, trying to order the chaos in her head. In an hour or so, Ammi would come. She and Izma would leave. They would go back to their home where she would remove this beautiful gharara, wash off the makeup from her face, and tie her hair into a braid. Then she would get into bed and read a book till she fell asleep.

She would probably dream about him.

Blushing, she told herself she was being silly. But she started when she saw him outside Hadiya’s window, near the back gate. Edging closer to the window, she tried not to draw the other girls’ attention. He was facing the road, and from the faint streetlight, Duha could see his profile.

Her heart gave a loud thump. There was a reddish glow near his face. She realised he was smoking. For some reason, that added to the element of mystery about him. She watched the way his forearms flexed when he flung away the stub of the cigarette. Then he turned around and froze.

She realised then, that in her bid to see him better, she had pushed aside the curtains. Now, he could see inside the room.

And he was staring at her.


Chapter 4

Duha backed away from the window slowly, her heart pounding. Her face was aflame. She dropped the curtain even though she wanted to look at him.

‘What happened?’

She jumped a little and then relaxed when she realised it was just Izma.

‘Nothing,’ she said.

Izma scrutinised her flushed face. ‘Don’t lie.’

‘Arrey, it’s nothing,’ Duha said, going to sit on the bed, aware of the man standing outside the window, as if he had somehow moved closer. He could still be there. Or not. Either way, what difference did it make?

‘Didn’t you come to see the engagement?’ Izma asked, her hands on her hips.

‘Yes, so?’

‘So go and see it!’ she urged her.

She was right. What had Duha been thinking? She could have lingered at the periphery at least, instead of sitting inside the room, pining over something she couldn’t even understand.

Someone.

No, no, that wasn’t right. It was just the excitement of the moment, seeing her best friend dressed as a bride. It could also have been the comment Hadiya had made before going outside. That strange sense of superiority that Duha sensed couldn’t have been real, could it? She must have made it up in her mind.

Duha checked her reflection in the full-length mirror on the wardrobe. Her outfit was spotless, but her cheeks were flushed. There was something new in her eyes.

Ignoring it, she walked out of the room, gently edging to the side along with the other girls who were straining to see the ceremony.

In the middle of the living room, Hadiya was seated on a chair that had been covered by a glittering red fabric, like a wedding dupatta. Hadiya’s head was bent forward, her eyes were closed. She looked like a mannequin, Duha thought unkindly, then chastised herself.

They all watched as a woman from the nausho’s side stepped forward, still in her burkha, and garlanded Hadiya. The women from the bridegroom’s side hadn’t removed their burkhas even though Hadiya’s family was entreating them to. This was normal practice. They wouldn’t remove it until they’d been asked at least thrice. Even then, some women might just push back their black dupattas and pull out their saree pallus from inside and cover their heads with it as a concession.

Duha had seen these dynamics play out at various weddings, absorbing it all without thinking about it. But now, she wondered if she would have felt more protected, more sheltered from the gazes of others that would inevitably fall on her, if she’d been wearing a burkha too.

Her thoughts snapped back to the present when the same burkha-clad lady bent low and fixed a gold necklace around Hadiya’s neck. Murmurs broke out among the women she was standing with, as they all gauged how much the necklace possibly weighed.

‘…at least six sovereigns,’ one woman said.

‘…not that much at an engagement,’ someone else countered.

Then they all fell silent when the woman placed a box on Hadiya’s lap.

‘The earrings from the necklace set,’ someone conjectured.

The woman fixed a ring on Hadiya’s finger. Then she fixed more jasmine garlands around her, tying it atop her head as well. Duha blinked. She remembered this obsession with jasmine and had always wondered what the bride felt when she was smothered in flowers like this. Well, she could ask Hadiya now.

Then, the woman broke off a piece of mithai from a box that another burkha-clad woman had handed to her and fed it to Hadiya. Hadiya’s eyes were still closed. She barely opened her mouth as the woman slipped the mithai past her lips.

It felt horribly intrusive, Duha thought. The thought of sitting among so many strangers like a lifeless doll while they did all these things to her. What was the point of it all? She had come here with excitement for the event but hadn’t given much thought to what it would entail.

Then the women congratulated each other, and everyone started hugging and embracing, forgetting poor Hadiya who continued sitting on the chair, head still bent low.

As a young child, Duha had been like the little girl from earlier, running around everywhere. When she had grown up, Ammi had stopped taking her along to weddings for the express reason of making sure rishta aunties and other ‘brokers’ wouldn’t spot her and send a proposal. So she had forgotten quite a bit of what actually went on.

Duha flattened herself against a wall as someone passed her by, muttering about clearing the space for the nausho and his friends. Her heart skipped a beat. They were doing the ceremony for the bridegroom right here? That meant he would be coming too.

Get a grip, she told herself firmly. If the men were coming to this hall, then there was no way that the women would be allowed to be around unless they were very old or very young. She watched as the women finally stopped embracing and congratulating each other. Hadiya’s aunt led her back to her room. She walked slowly, weighed down by all the jasmine, and for a moment, Duha couldn’t recognise her friend.

The Hadiya she knew was gone already. There was a faint smile on her face, as if she was very pleased with what was happening. The aunt nudged her, and Hadiya’s expression turned blank.

Duha rolled her eyes. As a bride, Hadiya wasn’t even allowed to express happiness at her own engagement! The things we just assume to be normal…

Duha followed Hadiya and the other girls inside her room, albeit reluctantly. She knew there was no chance of spotting the man in the black shirt again. She only wished she knew his name so she could…

So she could what? Call him by his name in her dreams?

That was ridiculous. She was being ridiculous. Swallowing her mortification at the direction her thoughts had taken, she made her way towards Hadiya to congratulate her friend. Hadiya was still surrounded by everyone and when they finally moved away, Duha stepped inside.

‘Ooh! They’re doing the ceremony for the nausho!’ Naziya announced. She was acting as an unofficial lookout, apparently, and all the girls migrated to the door, tittering and laughing. Duha’s heart was beating loudly and painfully, but she remained with Hadiya, out of loyalty.

‘Well, congratulations!’ she said, with a beaming smile on her face.

Hadiya winced and wiped something from her nose with a hanky. It was a rose petal from the over-bloomed, lush roses that lined the garland at regular intervals.

‘This is making me nauseous,’ she muttered. She sighed heavily and Duha asked her if she needed help in removing some of the flower garlands tied around her head.

‘Please, yes.’

Together they tried to undo the knots. Duha reached around her friend to tug at the knots and they finally managed to remove one. The fragrant garland slid from her head and Hadiya slunk back, still wincing.

‘Shit. This goes on for even longer at the nikah,’ she said.

Duha nodded in commiseration. They both stared at each other for a few moments. She seemed like her friend Hadiya once more.

‘So? Did you see the ceremony?’ she asked. It was a weird question. Hadn’t she just been sitting through it herself?

‘I did.’ Duha didn’t clarify any further.

‘I don’t know if it was my mother-in-law or sister-in-law who did the ceremony, but whoever it was, her hands were so rough!’ Hadiya said softly, her eyes growing wide, conspiratorially.

Duha grinned. ‘Maybe you’ll introduce her to the joys of Ponds cold cream soon,’ she said.

Hadiya laughed. Duha felt a little pressure ease from her chest. Things hadn’t changed so much after all. They glanced at the girls standing at the door.

‘What’s going on?’ Hadiya asked.

‘The ceremony for the nausho,’ Duha replied. Hadiya’s uncle or father must have been performing it. Once this was all over, they’d serve dinner. Her tummy rumbled and Hadiya heard, her eyes widening.

‘You haven’t even had tea!’ she whispered in a hiss.

‘That’s okay. You know I don’t like tea,’ Duha replied.

‘I mean, I should have offered you something to eat! I’m such an idiot!’

‘That’s not the issue here. You’re getting engaged! It’s fine! I’m fine,’ Duha insisted, pushing Hadiya back down because she was getting to her feet.

‘I feel terrible.’

‘It’s okay. I’ll eat dinner when it’s served,’ Duha assured her.

The hushed voices at the door brought their attention to the girls once more.

‘Why is everyone so intent on looking at my husband?’ Hadiya complained softly. Duha nudged her good-naturedly, not correcting her that the girls were all probably ogling the man in the black shirt.

When the girls came back inside the room, they all looked disappointed. Duha heard them muttering about how Bobby Deol had decided to stay outside. He wasn’t anywhere near the ceremony so they couldn’t see him. Her heart raced. Did that mean he was still here? Outside this window? Of course not. But she wanted to check.

She excused herself from Hadiya and walked towards the window, her heart pounding so loud she was sure everyone could hear it. What would she do if he was standing outside the window? Drop the curtains immediately, of course.

She pushed the curtains aside and her shoulders deflated when she saw that he wasn’t there. Instead, what she saw sank her heart further. Ammi had arrived—she was parking the car near the back gate. As she got down, Duha quickly dropped the curtain shut. She didn’t want Ammi to see her and ask her to come out so they could leave.

How would Ammi send word for her? She looked uncertainly at her friend. If she told Hadiya that Ammi had come and wanted her to leave, her friend would be upset. Especially because she would be leaving before dinner.

There was a knock on the door. A young girl wearing cotton clothes stepped inside.

‘Is Duha Apa here?’ she asked.

‘Why?’ Hadiya asked, putting her hand on Duha’s.

‘Her mother is here and wants her to come,’ the girl announced. Great. Here it was. Ammi had figured out a way to send for her.

Duha looked at Hadiya apologetically. ‘I’ll come and see you in a couple of days,’ she said, getting up from the bed, but Hadiya clamped her hand on Duha’s firmly.

‘No. You are not going before you eat anything. You’ve come to a daawat. You can’t go without eating!’ Hadiya said, shaking her head firmly.

Duha was embarrassed. She indicated to Izma to get up as well. Hadiya shook her head and refused to let go of Duha’s hand.

‘No. I’ll tell my mother to invite Aunty inside and she can also—’

‘Oh God, no,’ Duha said, embarrassment flooding inside her. ‘Don’t do that, please.’

‘Why? It’s already done,’ Hadiya said, nodding to the girl who ran back outside. ‘Why don’t you want Aunty to come?’

Because Aunty hadn’t wanted Duha to come either. And she had said, over and over again, that it would be nice if Duha could wear a burkha and go. And if Aunty saw the many strange men outside in the lawn and was aware that Duha had walked through them, past them, without a burkha, she would never let her out of the house again.

‘Hadiya, please. I’ll come back tomorrow, we’ll eat the leftover biryani if you want. But I have to go now,’ Duha insisted, wrapping her dupatta around her head like a scarf. She didn’t even check herself in the mirror.

Hadiya’s eyes grew wide. ‘No. If you go now, you’re no longer my friend.’

Duha stared at her friend impatiently. Aargh. Why was she being so recalcitrant?

‘Fine. Your engagement. My funeral,’ she muttered.


Chapter 5

Nasra Rahman blinked rapidly when a well-dressed woman emerged from the back door where she had sent that girl, asking her to send Duha and Izma out. She straightened and looked around, feeling overwhelmed.

‘It’s such a shame we haven’t met yet, Apa,’ the woman said with a warm smile on her face as she pulled Nasra into a hug. Nasra swallowed and pulled away, aiming for a smile. Who was she calling Apa? Surely the other woman didn’t think she was that much younger than her?

‘I’m the dulhan’s mother, Salma. Come inside, please,’ the woman said, still smiling. Doesn’t her mouth ache, Nasra wondered. She didn’t allow herself to be herded inside the house. She stepped back.

‘That’s okay, Salma Apa,’ she said, deliberately adding the Apa suffix. Salma’s smile remained on her face but there was a tiny twitch near her eyes. A crack in her demeanour. ‘I’m just here to pick up my daughters.’

‘Oh, but you must come inside! The girls haven’t eaten yet and you should join them for dinner too,’ Salma insisted, putting a hand on Nasra’s. Her wrists gleamed with fat gold bangles and Nasra wished she was wearing more than the slim gold bangle she always wore.

‘No, no, please. I can’t impose. I don’t want to trouble you all any further. Just send the girls out, please,’ Nasra insisted.

Both women stared at each other. Nasra was well aware that this was a standoff. She didn’t want to make a scene, even though she knew that she was being unreasonable herself. But it was just the combination of all the things that had happened today that made her feel so vulnerable. She hated it, especially when Hisham wasn’t around and she had to deal with everything. If he had been here, none of this would have happened.

‘Okay fine. I’ll come in, but for just ten minutes,’ Nasra conceded. Salma smiled and her teeth glinted yellow under the pink lipstick. Nasra stared for a few seconds and then allowed herself to be led away. She felt terribly underdressed and she was not going to take off her burkha, come what may. She tightened her grip around the black scarf that was wrapped around her head.

She stepped inside the house and instantly felt a wave of longing sweep through her at the festive atmosphere. She wanted this for her family too. She was really going to get behind Hisham now to get Duha married soon.

She didn’t look up and around as she was led to the women’s section, but she did lift her head at one point and noted that a group of men were leaving one of the halls. Her eyebrows quirked up. Did these people seat men and women together for such functions? Her mouth tightened. Duha was going to get it. Some of her tension eased when she saw that there were only women around; the men had been led outside.

Nasra still felt out of sorts. She was not used to doing something like this. The only places she ever visited were her relatives’ homes, not the homes of her daughter’s friends. But she felt especially out of place surrounded by all these perfumed women.

She noticed what Salma was wearing just then. It was a maroon crepe silk saree with elaborate gold zardozi on it. It was not elegant and smacked of kitsch, but Salma didn’t seem to mind.

Salma led her to Hadiya’s room. Nasra’s eyes scanned quickly for her daughters. She spotted Izma reading a book in a corner and her mouth quirked into a smile. Some things never changed, but she hoped they would because such behaviour would make her younger daughter an outcast.

Then her eyes landed on Duha who had been sitting next to Hadiya, talking to her fervently. Some sort of radar must have alerted her to Nasra’s presence because Duha stood up immediately, her eyes wide in panic.

Good.

Nasra never wanted to be friends with her children. She wanted them to look up to her, to fear her, to turn to her as the ultimate source of permission. Sometimes, her own attitude amused her. Her mother had been nothing like her, but maybe she should have been. Nasra didn’t think much of her mother’s parenting methods, especially the leeway she allowed for all her bahus.

It sucked that Nasra didn’t have sons. She would have lorded over her bahus and made sure they knew who the boss was. Hisham often laughed over her behaviour, and it irked her that he didn’t take this seriously. Never mind. He was a man. He had no idea what went on inside a house, the kind of power games women had to fight to gain the upper hand. When they’d lived with his family in the early days of her marriage, every day had been tumultuous, filled with some sort of mini-explosion or the other, as Nasra and his sister, Mahrukh, battled for control.

She almost missed those days now.

She didn’t smile at Duha but nodded at her curtly as Salma led her towards them.

‘This is my daughter Hadiya. The dulhan,’ Salma said, her voice lilting on the last word, as if rubbing it in.

‘Mubarak ho, Hadiya,’ Nasra said with a smile and patted the girl’s head. Her palm met the poky jhoomar and maang tika on the girl’s head and she quietly calculated how heavy the jewellery could be.

‘We were going to leave, Ammi,’ Duha said, but she trailed off when she saw the look Nasra shot at her.

‘It’s okay,’ Nasra said. She was not going to eat anything here, though.

‘Come, come, dinner is served,’ Salma intervened, tugging Nasra’s hand almost imperiously. Nasra was done with this woman’s attitude. She smiled at her stiffly.

‘Aaj mera roza hai,’ she said.

Undeterred, Salma shook her head. ‘Toh it’s time to break the fast. Well past it. Aakhir kaisa roza hai?’ she asked. Before Nasra could formulate an answer, Salma turned to Duha.

‘Come, Duha beta. Come Izma. All the other girls are also going to eat. Come, come,’ she said and without another word, tugged Nasra up.

Gritting her teeth, Nasra stood up and followed the women outside the room. To one side of the room, there was a large empty space which had been converted into a dining area for the occasion. Nasra took in the interiors, mentally tabulating how tacky everything was. When she was convinced that everything was rather tawdry, she felt relieved and even managed a smile. She sat down at one of the temporary tables that had been lined up and covered with a blue dastarkhaan.

Duha and Izma sat next to her while there was a brood of girls sitting nearby, chattering constantly. Both her girls were quiet. Good. They knew how to behave. She was proud of them. Her gaze travelled to the clock on the wall—it was 8 pm.

She didn’t enjoy driving at night. In fact, she hated driving altogether and had been very resistant when Hisham insisted she learn. She didn’t want to be this independent woman who could ferry her daughters around. She was the woman of the house, wasn’t she? But here she was, doing it all for love.

She loved her husband, but his outstation trips were getting to be too much. He needed to cut them down now. She was clueless about his business because he liked to keep all of it to himself and she never asked him about it anyway. She knew her place, but she was beginning to feel that he didn’t know that his was beside them.

As the ladies started placing dishes of steaming biryani in the centre, she turned to Duha who automatically turned to look at her. Wordless communication passed between them.

As Salma picked up the serving spoon and tried to push a good chunk of biryani on her plate, Nasra lifted her plate, shaking her head gently but firmly, a polite smile on her face. ‘I’ll serve myself, thank you.’

Salma’s smile tightened as she turned to Duha who did the same thing. As the mother of the bride, Salma had better things to do than serve and look after them, so she nodded and let it go. She soon assigned some other woman to take care of them and walked away from there.

Nasra watched her leave enviously. She aspired for that level of busyness too. Soon, soon it would be her turn to be the hostess. But she wouldn’t hold her daughter’s engagement in her own house like this. No, they would hire a function hall. It would gleam with lights and flowers, and everything would be perfect.

One of the other ladies placed a good amount of biryani on Nasra’s plate as she daydreamt. She looked up in dismay. Her intention had been to eat very little, to make a statement—to her daughters and herself, and anyone else who observed. But now, the steam from the fragrant zeera sambha rice invaded her nostrils. The succulent piece of mutton that had been kept on her plate invited her. Despite herself, she poked it with her index finger, and it fell apart in tender strands.

Her mouth watered. Fine. There was a time to make a statement. And there was a time to eat. She took a tentative niwala and then looked at her daughters, both of whom were looking at her expectantly. She nodded.

‘Eat,’ she said.

With obvious expressions of relief on their faces, both girls served themselves some biryani and dug in.


Chapter 6

Duha saw the man in the black shirt as they left Hadiya’s home that night. But she was so concerned about what her mother would tell her that she didn’t even linger over his features, even as she got the chance to look at him from close quarters. It was a good thing that he was busy too, shaking hands with someone, and the only thing she heard was that he was leaving as it was a long drive to Madras.

Her mind didn’t register any of it, not until much later when she was in the passenger seat of their car, with Ammi driving them back home. Ammi was so ashamed of her driving that she didn’t like to flaunt it or do it when others were present, especially extended family members. Duha thought that if she knew how to drive, she would show off all the time.

For years, Duha hadn’t given much thought to how unusual it was that her mother drove a car. She thought it was something everyone’s mothers did. Well, that wasn’t the case, at least not among the varied Muslim community in Bangalore. Her mother driving around their white Esteem in her burkha was an unusual sight, and she didn’t like how everyone stared.

‘I told her we should leave from the back entrance, but would she listen?’ Ammi muttered. Duha grimaced. Hadiya’s mother was a force of nature and Ammi had been subjected
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