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        How shall a man escape from that which is written; How shall he flee from his destiny?
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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      The roads are slick with moisture, an unseasonal rain shower having stopped only moments ago. Light bounces off the puddles accumulated in the potholes that pockmark Delhi’s streets like craters on the moon’s surface. At 1 a.m., there isn’t a soul to be seen on the deserted roads. Even the street dogs have retreated from their nightly patrol. A lonely watchman yawns as he checks his digital Casio watch, a Diwali gift from the master of the household. He rubs his eyes and peers into the distance, wondering if he imagined the sudden screech of tyres.

      A car rounds the corner, careening from side to side erratically. The watchman jumps up from his post, his reflexes kicking in immediately. The car seems to head directly towards the house, towards him, but suddenly veers to the left. Then, just as quickly, it rights its course, heading off towards the main road.

      The watchman shudders, wide awake now. Drunk drivers, he thinks to himself, chanting a little prayer. He hopes the driver gets home safely, more concerned for the safety of the itinerant workers and street hawkers who sleep on the roadsides than for the idiot driving the car. Even as the thought crosses his mind, he hears a loud crash, an ominous scrape of metal, and then complete silence.

      He runs towards the noise, praying it isn’t what he thinks it is. Fearful of getting involved with the police, of having to bear witness, he fights the impulse to pretend he heard nothing, saw nothing. Instead, as he turns the corner, he quickens his step, his mouth falling open at the sight of the mangled metal that has hit the banyan tree at a catastrophic speed. No one could have survived this impact, he thinks to himself. But the low moan he hears confirms that someone has. He shines his torch into the car, only to see a jumble of limbs, blood, so much blood, and a pair of lifeless eyes staring right back at him.

      The torch wavers, nearly falling out of his hand. He reaches for his whistle, hoping to alert the chowkidars nearby to the calamity, but just as he does, a hand plants itself against the window, reaching up, streaking blood all over the glass. A face stares out at him, the gash on her cheek loud and gaping, oozing thick red blood as she mouths, “Please… help…”
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          CHAPTER 1

        

      

    

    
      When I was a little girl, all I ever wanted was to be pretty. Later in life, someone said to me that only shallow people wanted shallow things. Was wanting to be pretty shallow? Perhaps it was. But at the age of eight, I could not think of anything beyond how nice it would be to have perfect white teeth, a fair face, and a cute smile. I wanted so much to live up to my name. Pari meant fairy—delicate and beautiful. I was neither.

      

      Amma had once told me that I was named Pari because when I was born, my paternal grandmother had said that I looked exactly like a fairy. Amma had said that she’d thought I looked like a scrunched-up little monkey, but as I was the first granddaughter in the household, everyone had agreed that Pari it would be. It was an unusual name for a South Indian girl, but my great-grandmother was actually from Peshawar, and we had some odd names in the family, like my uncle, Angar. People always wondered why some of us had been given such unusual names in a traditional family like ours. Amma had said it was because the women in Appa’s family were eccentric. I didn’t know what that meant, but I hoped I hadn’t inherited it.

      I didn’t know what Indian fairies looked like, but the pretty ones I’d seen in the library books looked nothing like me. They were blonde with gauze-like butterfly wings and large blue eyes. I may not have looked like them, but that didn’t stop me from borrowing the books, or from praying every night before I went to bed that I’d wake up the next morning blonde, blue-eyed and fair.

      I pored over those stories, dog-earing the books; hoping and praying that my dreams would come true somehow. That once I had transformed, I would no longer be the gawky, awkward girl with no friends. Instead, all the girls at school would vie to sit with me and share their lunch boxes. That they wouldn’t make fun of my sticky-out teeth, or the constant colds that plagued me. I would be one of them, yet stand apart by being more dazzling than anyone else. I prayed so hard every night, and was disappointed every morning when I looked into the mirror to see the same face staring back at me.

      No-one understood my obsession with those fairy books, but I’d once overheard Amma telling Appa that as long as it kept me out of trouble, she didn’t mind. I wondered if I could get Srinivas interested in the books too?

      “What are you up to, ghodi?” Srinivas pulled my pigtail as he walked past. I showed him my book, hoping he’d sit with me for a bit, but he was already heading out to play cricket with the boys of our locality. Five years older, he was not interested in playing with me anymore. In fact, he was hardly ever home these days.

      “It’s that Chopra boy! I’m telling you, Rajan, that boy is a terrible influence… The other day I heard he was smoking behind the servants’ quarters, borrowing beedis from the Nepalis…” I’d overheard Amma complaining to Appa about Sri’s absences.

      Amma’s constant worrying didn’t stop me from loving my brother just as he was, even if he called me a horse and neighed every time he wanted to irritate me or make me cry. I suppose I did look more like a horse than a fairy. It didn’t help that I had inherited Appa’s long, thin face and protruding teeth, but I was only eight, and at school Margaret Ma’am, our Principal, had a framed picture of an embroidered quote that said, “More things are wrought by prayer than the world dreams of”.

      Amma and Appa were deeply religious, too. We had a small temple room in our ground-floor flat. Every morning and evening, Appa would light incense sticks and pray for his ancestors and for us, smearing sandalwood paste on his forehead as a mark of his faith. He always wore his sacred thread under his shirt, and never ever touched meat or alcohol. Srinivas’ rebellious behaviour troubled him far more than he let on.

      Our family was a strange mix of old and new, traditional and modern, Muslim and Hindu. Just like our country, which had so many faiths, languages, dialects, foods, customs, behaviours, and clothing, that travelling to a new state within India often felt like travelling to a foreign land.

      Srinivas and I were Tamilians with a dash of Peshawari. The latter part did not show in me; not in my build nor in my looks. Srinivas, on the other hand, did not have the typical lanky build of a South-Indian. He was lean but muscular, with sharp features and large almond-shaped eyes. The only features we had in common were our long, thin fingers, and the way we sneezed—multiple little sneezes in rapid succession. Tiny, kitten sneezes that Amma said was charming in a girl but ridiculous in a boy.

      At eight, I didn’t think we were extraordinary as a family. Both Sri and I identified as Delhiites. We had been born and raised in New Delhi, and even though Amma and Appa spoke heavily accented Hindi, we were as comfortable speaking Tamil as we were Hindi or English.

      Now, as Amma railed against the Chopra boy in Tamil, I set aside my fairytale book and went to stare outside the window, beyond the playing field, to see if I could spot Sri anywhere. I hoped he wasn’t smoking beedis, as Amma suspected. Not only was it against our values, but if he annoyed the Gods, they wouldn't grant me any wishes, would they? I was, after all, related to him.

      But, if someone had asked me what I wanted more—to be pretty, or for Srinivas to be on the right path in life, I would have chosen his well-being every single time.
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      There was blood all over her shirt when I saw her outside the girl’s bathroom during recess. She was holding on to her mouth as the blood trickled out from between her fingers.

      “You’re bleeding,” I pointed to her face.

      She nodded her head, then took her hand off her mouth to show me the tooth that was still dangling in there.

      “I pried pu poolll orff…”

      She had tried to pull her loose tooth out. Silly girl. Amma’s warnings flashed through my mind, even as I touched my own wobbly tooth with my tongue.

      “Come on, let’s go to Mrs Seth.” I led the way towards our Vice Principal’s office. New girl didn’t know the layout of the school yet.

      She caught up with me, still holding her mouth, not bothered by the stares we were getting from the other students. I noticed a few drops of blood had splattered on her brand new white shoes.

      “Oh, your Amma won’t be happy with that,” I jerked my head towards her feet.

      She shrugged, then her eyes crinkled as she smiled from behind her hand. I smiled back. I liked her already.

      Mrs Seth was kind, a lot kinder than her husband who thrashed the naughty boys in our school daily. She always looked a bit afraid of him too, but with his booming voice and his angry face, who wouldn’t be?

      “Oh, what’s happened here? Come here, let me see…”

      Then, even as we were both distracted by a group of senior boys yelling as they scored a goal on the football pitch, she took a clean cloth and yanked the tooth out, wrapping it in a handkerchief and laying to the side. Then she got the new girl to gargle and finally put a spoon of sugar in her mouth with a drop of Amritdhara. The entire room reeked of camphor and mint, but it was a smell I was used to, as it was the go-to in my home as well. New girl wrinkled her nose as she was made to swallow the sugar decoction, but the bleeding stopped instantly and I could tell she was surprised by this.

      “You should be okay now, but ice it when you get home, and next time, let the tooth fall out naturally.”

      New girl nodded, then held her hand out.

      “May I have it back, please?”

      Her speech was much clearer now, but both Mrs Seth and I were perplexed by her request. What did she want her old tooth for?

      “The tooth fairy won’t leave me a rupee if I don’t put the tooth under my pillow,” she said slowly and deliberately, as though we were children who needed something simple explained to them.

      My ears perked up immediately. I’d never heard of the tooth fairy. Why didn’t I get any rupee coins when I lost my teeth? Mine just went in the bin!

      New girl told me all about tooth fairies on the way back to class. About one called Angelina, who visited her home regularly, the little fairy house she’d built for her, and the notes this fairy left in her pretty handwriting. I was enthralled. I wanted a fairy house, and my own fairy.

      “M… my name is Pari, which means fairy too,” I stuttered out, cheeks reddening.

      “Oh, how pretty! You could be the basketball fairy. You’re so tall,” she grinned up at me, her gums still raw, a drop of blood clotting next to her front tooth. “My name is Samira, but it’s not as pretty as yours.”

      “I like it.”

      We smiled at each other, and then we became friends.

      

      Truthfully, the first day Samira had arrived in school, nearly everyone had wanted to be her friend. With her auburn hair, fair skin and dimpled smile, she had looked so much like the fairies in my books that a pang of longing had gone through me as Margaret Ma’am had introduced her to the class. She’d been seated next to Alka, three rows ahead of me, and from the way Alka had taken her under her wing, I’d resigned myself to losing another potential friend.

      When the tooth incident happened, I thought little of it, doing what I would have done for anyone else, anyway. I figured that someone as pretty and popular as her was hardly likely to want to be friends with me.

      Yet, day after day, Samira sought me out in school. From changing seats to sit next to me in class, to sharing her exotic peanut butter sandwiches with me (I had never tasted peanut butter in my life!), Samira was single-minded in her determination to make me her friend. I was alarmed initially before realising that somehow, in some completely random and irrational way, my prayers had come true. The magic had happened.

      I never turned into the fairy that I had wanted to be, but life had given me the next best thing. I became friends with a fairy. A beautiful, kind-hearted, bright, funny, and talented fairy.
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      “Where did you pick up this porcelain doll from?” Amma asked me the first time I brought Samira home after school. All month, all they had heard was “Samira this” and “Samira that”. Srinivas had begun yawning loudly every time I mentioned her name. Even Appa had finally told me to “calm it down”. I was annoyed that nobody could see how important this was. This was my first real friend, someone everyone wanted to be friends with, but she had chosen me!

      So when I had asked Samira if she wanted to come home after school one day, I was surprised that she didn’t agree immediately.

      “I have to ask Mama.”

      She had blinked and looked away, and I’d wondered if her Amma was strict and didn’t allow her to go anywhere. In the end, after multiple reminders, she had finally agreed to come. I’d whooped and hugged her, ignoring all the jealous looks the other girls had thrown us.

      From the first week that Samira had walked into school, everyone had competed to be near her. She fitted into school quickly, with nearly all the teachers choosing her to read in class, or selecting her for inter-house competitions. She was sporty and intelligent, she could draw, she could act, she could dance. I had never met anyone like her before, and I knew that I was lucky she had picked me.

      “I am not a doll, I am Wonder Woman.” Samira declared to Amma, her chin jutting out.

      “And what is a Wonder Woman?” my Amma asked, hiding her smile in her words.

      Before long, she had pulled the comic books out of her schoolbag and was showing Amma exactly what Wonder Woman was. I watched how quickly Amma fell under her spell, and just for a moment my heart felt as if someone had squeezed it, but then Samira looked up at me, smiled and said, “Pari, I’ve got you a copy of the latest one” and the moment passed.

      Our first playdate involved Samira exploring the whole house, fascinated by all the steel utensils in Amma’s kitchen.

      “Everything is so clean,” she whispered to me, before skipping to the next room. I wondered what kind of house she lived in. Then I tried seeing the house from her eyes. We weren’t a rich family, but we were well-off thanks to Appa’s high-level government job, because of which we had this three bedroom flat. Amma was very particular about cleanliness. After the maid had swept and swabbed the house daily, Amma would still get down on her knees to clean the odd spot of dirt that may have been missed. As for the kitchen, that was Amma’s pride and joy. Not only was she a wonderful cook, but she made sure that the kitchen and the utensils were spotless at all times. I wondered once again what sort of house Samira lived in, but was too shy to ask.

      “Is that your guitar?” She stroked the strings absently.

      “No, my brother’s.”

      “Srinivas?”

      “Yes.”

      “Where is he?”

      “Probably playing cricket.”

      “Does he not come home straight after school?”

      “Not always. He plays for the school team and stays back to practice. Do you want to see my room now?”

      “Yes, okay. Do you have any toys we can play with?”

      “I have a Barbie.”

      “Eugh, I hate Barbies. I like cuddly toys.”

      “Well, I don’t have any of those.”

      “Then we can make some.”

      So we took the pillows off the bed and twisted them in the centre, pretending they were our dolls and proceeded to create a story around a mummy doll and a daddy doll who had naughty children that needed spanking.

      When Amma came in with snacks later, I could tell she was horrified at the state of the room. But then Samira gave her one of her dimpled smiles and all was forgiven.

      

      How Samira persuaded her mother to let her come to ours so frequently after that first visit was always a mystery to me. From a hesitant start, she began coming over nearly every day. Amma loved cooking for her, and Samira loved all the attention she got from us. Except for Sri, all of us, even Appa, enjoyed her company. She was like a little ray of sunshine, Appa said once after she had left. A ray of sunshine that danced into our lives and lit up everything.

      From the way she exclaimed over each sari that Amma wore, to how patiently she listened to Appa’s long and winding lectures on what being a brahmin meant (being true in thought, word and deed), politely ignored all of Sri’s frowns and jibes, and agreed eventually to playing with my Barbies, she endeared herself to all of us.

      “She doesn’t talk about her Amma and Appa much, does she?” Amma said after Samira’s driver had picked her up one evening.

      “No,” I replied, thoughtfully.

      “Now, that is strange, Pari. Poor child. I wonder what the problem is,” Amma said, before wandering back to the kitchen.

      I didn’t think there was a problem or Samira would have told me. We shared everything: secrets, hopes, dreams, and prayers. We were best friends, and nothing and nobody could come between us.
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      “She’s like a pale ghost that lives in our house,” Srinivas threw a shelled peanut at me. I ducked, but it still hit my ear.

      “That’s not nice!” I pouted at him.

      “Who says I have to be nice? And why is she always here? Doesn’t she have a home to go to?”

      “Of course she has a home, but I like having her here, and Amma doesn’t mind. You’re always out with your friends. Why can’t I have her over?”

      “I don’t care. Have her here. I just don’t want to keep tripping over her. And keep her out of my room.”

      “How…?”

      “I found her hairband.”

      “Oh.”

      It was true that Samira loved to go into Srinivas’ room and examine his books and posters, fiddle with his guitar and sigh about how much she wanted a big brother. I’d told her it wasn’t all that special because big brothers were bullies who pulled your hair and called you names, but she wasn’t convinced. I suppose she knew I wasn’t being totally honest. I loved Srinivas more than the world.

      “She’s an only child, Sri! She’s lonely.”

      “Whatever. You asked what I thought of her, and I’ve told you.”

      He threw another peanut at me, but I dodged this one successfully. I went and sat with him on the windowsill.

      “Are you still friends with Rakesh?”

      Rakesh Chopra was the boy who had been caught smoking beedis near the servant quarters, but that wasn’t the reason he’d been suspended from school. Nobody would tell me why.

      Srinivas shelled another peanut and handed it to me.

      “Yes, I am.”

      “Even after Appa and Amma forbade it?”

      He shrugged and popped a peanut into his mouth.

      I didn’t understand it. Rakesh was nowhere near as smart or as handsome as my brother, yet he had a strange hold on him. Amma complained constantly about it, and now, even Appa had decided that Srinivas needed to cut off from this boy. Why wouldn’t Sri listen?

      I knew they still met up after school. I’d seen Rakesh waiting at the bus stop.

      “Sri, what happened?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Why was Rakesh suspended from school?”

      “Oh, that. Nothing that you should be worrying about.”

      “But I am. Please tell me.”

      “He was caught smoking.”

      “More beedis?”

      “No, something stronger.”

      “Cigarettes?!” I gasped, shocked that a thirteen-year-old boy could have access to them.

      “Ha!” Srinivas ruffled my hair. “Stronger than that, but you don’t worry your head about it, ghodi.”

      Then he sauntered away, leaving me wondering what could be stronger than cigarettes.

      

      As Amma oiled, combed and plaited my hair that evening, I asked, “Amma, was Sri always a naughty boy?”

      She paused mid-combing. I tried to turn to see if I’d annoyed her, but she yanked my hair gently into place before answering, “You know Pari, when Srinivas was younger, he was so intelligent that the teachers were worried that the course work bored him. He would race through everything and then either make mischief or fall asleep in the classroom.”

      “Then?”

      “Your Margaret Ma’am asked if we wanted to move him up a grade.”

      “Did you?”

      “We were thinking about it, and then that infernal Chopra boy became friends with him…”

      “The one who smokes beedis.”

      Amma tied the hairband at the end of my plait, then turned me around to face her.

      “What do you know about it?” She looked so fierce that I trembled.

      “O… only what I heard you tell Appa.”

      “Has Sri said anything to you?”

      “No, Amma.”

      I’d thought of asking her what was stronger than cigarettes, but didn’t want to right now. What if Sri got into more trouble?

      “Anyway,” she sighed, getting up, “ever since that boy entered his life, Srinivas lost all interest in studies. Such an intelligent boy, wasting his life in this way.”

      She adjusted her pleats, then looked at me, her gaze boring into me.

      “Don’t you ever do that!”

      “No, Amma.” I said, quietly, submissively.

      

      At school, Sri was popular because he was good at cricket. He was a good fielder, but an even better bowler. At thirteen, he was already a part of the school team, and was away often, playing matches against other schools. Everyone knew R. Srinivas. Nobody knew R. Pari. We didn’t even look alike, or I might have basked in some of his reflected glory. Hardly anyone put two and two together to work out that we were siblings. I never spoke of it, and Sri didn’t, either. Sometimes, he would wink at me or pull my pigtail, but mostly, he was in a completely different secondary school building, or away playing matches. We rarely crossed paths, and although I hero-worshipped my brother at school, I was too awestruck to speak to him.

      Rakesh, on the other hand, was like his shadow. He was always hanging around Sri. From the moment they met at the bus stop in the morning to the time they parted ways in the evening. I supposed Rakesh was to Sri what Samira was to me. A best friend he could confide in, someone who understood him. But where Samira was our ray of sunshine, Rakesh was like a dark storm cloud that followed Sri around. It wasn’t just Amma and Appa’s distaste for him that had rubbed off on me. I genuinely did not like him, either. He reminded me of a snake, slithery and dangerous. I wished Sri would stop being friends with him.
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      Everyone knew now that Samira and I were inseparable. Best friends for life. We sat together at assembly, shared our lunches with each other, chatted non-stop, took part in the same activities, and could be found within a foot of each other. My dream had come true in a way. Being friends with Samira brought me all the attention I’d ever wanted. Suddenly, I became popular. Girls wanted to talk to me, boys didn’t push me around as much, and even the teachers started noticing me.

      Sometimes I looked at Samira and wondered how one person could have everything. Amma had always taught me to be grateful that we were well-off, healthy and had a roof over our heads. She showed me the beggar children who would come up to our taxi at the traffic lights while we rolled up our windows. They would beg us for money, their hands moving from their mouths to their stomachs, their hair matted and dirty, the rags on their thin bodies clinging to their sweaty skin.

      “Look, Pari, look at how these poor children live. They have no homes, they sleep under the bridge at night, they barely have enough to eat or wear. See how lucky you are?”

      “Why don’t we give them some money, Amma?”

      “No, no. You give one, and suddenly they will all swarm to the car. How many can we give to?”

      “But Amma, even if we give to one…”

      “Shhh,” she’d look annoyed and ask the driver to move on as soon as the light turned.

      Yes, I was lucky; I knew that. I was surrounded by similarly lucky children who had parents, homes, clothes, enough food, and were being sent to a good school. But Samira was different. Even amongst us, she was special, blessed with a different kind of luck. Years ago, I’d read a story about a man who turned everything he touched into gold. Samira was like that.

      She was always in the top five in the class rankings. She spoke so beautifully that she would be chosen to recite a passage every morning in assembly, her sweet voice and anglicised accent making even the most boring extract sound fascinating. When she danced, her movements were lithe and graceful. Margaret Ma’am had once called her a ‘cherub’, and when I had looked up the meaning in the dictionary at home, it said: a beautiful or innocent-looking child.

      Yet, Samira wasn’t a goody two-shoes. She had a sense of mischief, and could have a group of girls giggling helplessly over the way she mimicked our teachers. Her jokes were naughty, and she told them with such a straight face that it took a moment or two for them to sink in, before we were in splits of laughter again. She could poke fun at herself too and never took her popularity for granted.

      Then there was another side to her that would surface unexpectedly. A vicious side. She couldn’t bear fake people and would cut a girl off if she were fawning over her.

      “Don’t butter me!” she’d snap, delighted to use the Indian phrase she had stumbled upon, adding her own twist to it. “I’m not a toast!”

      Not everyone was kind to her, either. The girls she had rejected or overlooked, and the boys she had ignored, said unkind things about her behind her back. Sometimes those things got back to me, but I loved her so much I never told her anything that could hurt her. Not that she would have cared about what anyone thought or said.

      In her indifference to other people’s opinions, she reminded me of Sri. I, who had always cared so much about acceptance from others, envied this quality. I wanted to have the same aloofness but somehow couldn’t.

      

      “What are you thinking of, Pari?”

      “Hmmm… that new movie, ‘Superman’. Everyone keeps saying how good it is. I’ve asked Appa to book us tickets for Saturday. Have you seen it yet?”

      “No, not yet.”

      She looked sad for a minute, then dipped her head and carried on colouring the sketch she’d drawn at the back of her rough book.

      “Do you want to come with us?”

      Her head snapped up, eyes shining.

      “Could I?”

      “I’ll ask Appa to book five tickets.” I patted her hand, curious why she never went to the movies with her own family.

      “Thank you,” she beamed at me, and just for a moment, I thought of letting it go. But curiosity overcame me.

      “Do your Amma and Appa not take you to the movies?”

      She looked startled. This was the first time I had asked her a direct question about her parents. Then she shifted her gaze before looking down at her book again.

      When she spoke, her voice was hushed.

      “My Papa is away at work, and my Mama…”

      She paused, then looked at me with a big smile on her face.

      “I like going with you and Uncle, Aunty and Srinivas. It’s like one big, happy family, isn’t it?”

      My family, I wanted to say, suddenly annoyed, but I bit back my words. Samira was my best friend, and if sharing my family was the price I paid for being friends with her, then it was a small price to pay.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 6

        

      

    

    
      “Ten out of ten!” Margaret Ma’am smiled at me as she handed the maths test back. “Well done, as always, Pari.”

      I smiled back shyly. Margaret Ma’am was our principal and also our maths teacher. She was the only one who had ever paid me any attention in the days before Samira had joined school. I knew it was because I was good at her subject, but somewhere inside I also believed that she liked me for me.

      I walked back to my seat, unable to suppress my grin.

      “How much did you get?” Samira asked, leaning in. Her hair had come loose from one plait, and a bit of jam was stuck to one side of her mouth.

      “Full marks.”

      “Show me!”

      I showed her. She stiffened and turned away.

      “How much did you get?”

      “Eight out of ten.”

      “Which ones did you get wrong?”

      “Doesn’t matter. They were silly mistakes, anyway. Margaret Ma’am said I’d ace the next one.”

      “I’m sure you will,” I said, smiling at her. But I decided not to tell her about the jam.

      In the six months that we had been friends, a few things had started annoying me about Samira. One, that she was never on time. Always full of excuses, she delayed me too, and we had got punished a few times because of her. Two, she was competitive about everything! Yes, she was good at most things, but she couldn’t bear it if I got more marks than her in anything. I worked hard, much harder than her, and I deserved my grades. Three, she had never invited me to her house. Even Amma had commented on that. Was I not good enough to meet her parents?

      She had become a part of our family. She knew everything about us, even our troubles with Sri, but I knew so little about her family. I thought we had no secrets between us, but now I believed that Samira did keep many secrets.

      And why did she need to be in the limelight all the time? Why did it bother her if some of it came my way, too?

      Srinivas had warned me about her.

      “That girl wants all the attention, all the time, Pari. You be careful of her.”

      “But she’s my best friend, Sri!”

      “Girls like that are no one’s best friend. They care only about themselves. You watch. The day you overtake her, her true colours will show.”

      “You’re just saying that because she spilled tea on your rug.”

      “No, I’m saying that because I know people like her. Selfish and spoiled.”

      “Girls like her?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Do you have a girlfriend, Sri?”

      “Don’t change the topic, ghodi!”

      

      Now I wondered if that was true. Had Samira only made friends with me because I was no threat to her? She was pretty; I was not. She was popular; I was not. She was talented; I was not. The only thing we were well-matched in was studies. Was that why she couldn’t take it if I beat her there?

      “Pari,” she said suddenly, looking up. “I’m sorry.”

      “What for?” I wondered if she’d read my mind.

      “For being angry that you got more marks than me.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “No, it’s not okay. If you teach me how you did those sums, I’ll practise your spellings with you.”

      That’s when I decided to tell her she had jam on her face.

      

      Amma said that sometimes, if we were in someone’s company for too long, we became tired of each other. Where once we had only seen the good qualities in that person, we started focusing on only the bad ones. She said that in a marriage, once the ‘honeymoon period’ was over, couples fought a lot because suddenly they only saw the other person’s faults.

      “But I am not married to Samira, Amma!” I protested.

      “I am not saying you are, but you have barely taken a break from each other. Even Appa and I argue when we spend too much time together. So do you and Srinivas. All I’m saying is that maybe for a short while, curtail her visits here. A bit of space will do you both good.”

      “What if she stops being friends with me, Amma?”

      “I think she needs your friendship far more than you need hers, Pari.”

      “That’s not true, Amma! You don’t understand. No one wanted to be friends with me before Samira joined the school. Now, everyone knows me and talks to me.”

      “You cannot depend on someone else like a crutch for the rest of your life, Pari. You need to learn to make your own way.” Amma patted my head. “Trust me, child, if your friendship is true, it will survive everything.”

      So, I took Amma’s advice and cooled things off for a while with Samira. At school, I still sat with her, ate with her, and played with her. But when she wanted to come over, I made excuses. I could see she was hurt, but something made me want to test Amma’s words.

      Would our friendship survive if I didn’t give in to all of Samira’s demands?
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      “Pari, what is this nonsense? Why am I being dragged from one shop to another?” Amma was annoyed, and when she frowned, a line appeared between her eyebrows.

      “Sorry, Amma. I just want to find the right present for Samira.”

      “It’s as if she’s going to meet the Queen of England,” Amma grumbled, but I ignored her. Samira had finally invited me home for her birthday and I was excited beyond belief. Nothing would ruin it for me. Not Amma’s grumbling or Srinivas’ teasing.

      After a month of not coming to our home after school, Samira had come over to me during recess and asked, “Would you like to come to my birthday party next Sunday?”

      “Is anyone else invited?”

      “Only you from my school friends. Rest is all family.”

      “I’d love to come over!”

      As Amma had said, our friendship had survived the month, and the invitation had only proven that we were indeed best friends.

      

      It was at the fifth shop that I finally spotted what I’d been looking for.

      “There, there it is!” I pointed at the shelf, jumping up and down.

      The shopkeeper pulled the box off the shelf and handed it to Amma.

      “Four hundred rupees!” Amma gasped.

      “Please, Amma!”

      “What is so special about this doll?”

      “She cries, and when you give her water in the bottle, she does susu.”

      “A doll that does mutram! I have to pay so much money for this?”

      “Please, Amma! I promise not to ask for anything else this year. Plllleeeeaaaassseeee!”

      “Hmm,” Amma looked at the doll and then at me, one eyebrow raised. “Well, I will make sure you remember that when you ask for a new pencil box.”

      “I promise, Amma!”

      So the mutram doll, as Amma named it, was bought and wrapped with an enormous bow to present to Samira on her birthday.

      

      On Sunday, Appa drove me to Samira’s house, which was in Gulmohar Park. It took us a while to find her place, as Appa had never really driven to this area before. The houses were large with enormous gardens and grand gates, and had Gurkhas sitting outside in their little cabins. Even Appa looked impressed. Our modest Saket colony did not compare to this rich residential area where every house reflected the wealth and status of its inhabitant.

      “What does Samira’s father do again?”

      “I don’t really know, Appa.”

      “Find out, will you?”

      “Okay.”

      Appa had never displayed the slightest curiosity about my friends’ families before, so I took it as a good sign.

      Ultimately, we found her house through a combination of good luck, bad directions from a roadside hawker, and my observational skills.

      “Look Appa, balloons!”

      The floating multi-coloured balloons tied to the wrought-iron gate signalled a birthday party, and I was pretty sure that was Samira’s house.

      “I’ll pick you up at 7 p.m. Be ready.” Appa dropped a kiss on my forehead before driving off.

      The Gurkha saluted, then opened the gate to let me in. Several young children were running around on the lawn, and I could hear loud music and the sound of laughter from inside the large house. Samira hadn’t told me it was going to be this big of a party. My fingers shook as I rang the doorbell. When no one responded, I stepped in, hoping I hadn’t made a mistake in identifying her home. A large lady wearing a cobalt-blue kaftan with matching eyeshadow looked down at me and smiled.

      “Hello! Are you Samira’s friend?”

      I gulped and nodded.

      “Sam!” she yelled so loudly I nearly dropped the box I was carrying.

      Suddenly, Samira appeared. She was wearing a pale blue lace dress with a satin ribbon at her waist and one in her hair.

      “Pari!” she squealed, “You made it!”

      I grinned and handed her the present, my nervousness evaporating instantly.

      “Come on!” She threw my present to one side and grabbed my hand. “I want you to meet all my family.”

      Samira was an only child, but her extended family was large. Very large. There were chachas, mamas, buas, tais and all their children. She took me through them like a whirlwind, introducing me as her “best friend”, and a warm glow settled somewhere within my chest.

      Then we came up to a tall, slim lady who held a cigarette and a glass in one hand while she repeatedly poked a fat man in his chest with the finger of the other as she talked.

      “Mama,” Samira seemed hesitant for the first time as she addressed the lady.

      “What, precious?”

      The lady turned, and I bit back my gasp. I had never seen anyone as beautiful as her in my entire life. From eyebrows that arched over honey-coloured eyes to auburn hair that tumbled in waves over her back; from her dimpled smile so like Samira, to her pure, fair, white skin—she looked like she’d stepped off a movie set. Wearing a low-cut yellow blouse with green bell-bottoms, she didn’t look like any kind of mother I had ever seen before.

      “This is Pari.” Samira introduced me, her eyes not moving from her mother’s face.

      “Well, well, well. We finally get to meet the basketball fairy!” She bent down and placed a kiss on my cheek, her perfume so strong that I felt I would pass out from the scent. “So, you’re the girl whose house our Sam goes to all the time?”

      “Y… yes.”

      “Tell me, darling,” her eyes focussed on me intently. “What’s so special about you?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Samira

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 8

        

      

    

    
      I wish I had a different mother. Someone who loved me more than she loved herself. Someone who wore saris, cooked delicious meals, and kept the house clean. Someone who was normal.

      

      Mama had behaved badly with Pari and this was when she was in one of her ‘good phases’. I watched Pari’s face whiten as she absorbed the nastiness behind Mama’s question, but before she could formulate an answer, I dragged her away to meet Papa.

      “This is my Papa,” I said, holding his hand. He looked so handsome today in his black polo-neck and brown check jacket. When Papa was home, I felt like everything would be fine. He had promised to be home for my birthday and here he was!

      “Hello,” he smiled at Pari. “You’re the lovely girl we keep hearing about. Thank you for making our Sam so comfortable at school. She was very nervous before joining.”

      I could see Pari relax now after the strange encounter with Mama. She smiled that buck-toothed smile of hers and I felt glad that I had called her over when Papa was home. It would never have worked otherwise.

      For the past month, I’d felt Pari pulling away from me. She never told me why she had stopped inviting me back to her house, and it hurt to think that I wasn’t welcome. Had I said or done something to put them off? Had I not been a proper friend to Pari?

      I knew good manners meant that after months of going to Pari’s house and enjoying her family’s hospitality, I should have invited her over in return. But with Papa away, and Mama the way she was, how could I? Fortunately, Papa was back, and I felt safe enough to call her home finally.

      Now here she was, my best friend, in a canary yellow frock with red buttons that clashed horribly, looking around the house in awe. I suppose the house was quite grand compared to her flat, but it was a cold and heartless place to live in. I would have traded places with Pari in an instant if she’d asked. There was so much love and laughter in her home, and so little in mine.

      

      With all my cousins gathering around me, we decided to go upstairs to my bedroom while the adults mingled downstairs.

      “You have such a big house, Samira. How many of you live here?” Pari looked at my room, which would have fit half their house in it.

      “It’s just the three of us, Pari, and then the maids, and the driver who lives in the garage room.”

      “And it’s clean today,” my cousin from Kanpur interjected. “Aunty must have been on their case because we were coming.”

      “Who?” Pari looked confused.

      “Ignore her. Come on, I want to show you my cuddly toys.”

      The rest of the cousins had followed me upstairs and now settled around the television. Someone put ‘Carry On up the Khyber’ in the new Video Cassette Recorder that Papa had bought on his trip abroad. I could see Pari’s eyes widen as the movie started playing. One of the older cousins must have taken it out of Papa’s collection, not bothered that there were young children in the audience. Typical.

      “Come on…” I wanted to take her away from there, away from the regular chaos of my life, towards the part of my life that gave me comfort.

      I opened the door of my dressing room, pulling her inside.

      “These are my babies.” I pointed to my cuddly toy collection.

      She looked at the hundreds of teddies, doggies, cats, pandas, llamas and other assorted animals in astonishment.

      “Do they have names?”

      “Each and every one of them.” I smiled proudly.

      Soon, we took some of them down and made a circle with them. I brought my porcelain tea-set out of the cupboard and we had a tea party, pretending that I was Alice and Pari was the Mad Hatter.

      A good hour passed with us giggling and chatting until Divya yanked the door open.

      “There you are! Aunty’s been calling out for you to cut your cake. Hurry up! We want to finish the movie…”

      Outside, my carpet was littered with their trash. Chips, spilt Coca-Cola, half a sandwich and a beer bottle that had been kicked under the sofa.

      “You need to clean this up before you leave,” I hissed at Divya, but she just shrugged and walked away.

      I could see Pari taking it all in, and I wondered what she thought of me now.

      Downstairs, a large pineapple cake with nine candles sat in the middle of the table. Streamers and balloons hung from the chandelier above. There were kebabs and samosas, and I knew that Mama had ordered biryani from Karim’s for later. I had begged for a vegetarian dish for Pari, but I don’t know if she had listened.

      “There’s our birthday girl!” Aunty Julie boomed, her blue eyeshadow having creased into a mess above her eyes. Everyone had gathered around the table, and one of the uncles had pulled out a large Leica camera to take pictures. He started clicking as soon as I came down the stairs.

      I held Pari’s hand securely as I made my way into the centre of the crowd. I could feel her fear at being surrounded by so many strangers, and gave her hand a quick squeeze. She squeezed back. Our secret code for “I’m here for you.” Maybe she had picked up on my nervousness, too.

      My eyes searched for Papa as the candles were lit.

      “Blow them all out at once and make a wish!” Aunty Julie commanded. I closed my eyes and blew them out, my cheeks puffing out like a blowfish.

      “What did you wish for?” Divya asked me, her eyes narrow with envy. I just shook my head and smiled before turning away from her.

      My whispered wish remained in my heart.

      “Please God, let Papa and Pari stay in my life.”
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      If Pari thought any differently of me after my party, she never showed it. She was still the kind and sweet person she had always been, and I loved her even more for it.

      “What’s this?” she asked, opening the little bag I had just handed her.

      “It’s my return gift, and a thank-you card.”

      “Oh.” She looked a bit startled by this.

      “Thank you for my doll. I loved her.” I smiled. It was true. The doll was now my favourite toy, even more than all my cuddly animals.

      “What have you named her?” she asked, cocking her head to one side.

      “Hmmm…” I teased, putting a finger under my chin and looking up at the sky, “I don’t know… I haven’t thought about it…”

      Then, as her face fell, I pulled her into a hug and said, “Why, Pari, of course!”

      Just then, a group of girls passed us, sniggering. Mala and gang. Ever since I’d turned down their offer to join their little club, they had made it their mission to make snide remarks or be mean to me. To make matters worse, when they saw that it didn’t bother me, they had started picking on Pari.

      “Hey ugly, don’t hug her too hard, you may rub off on her!”

      Pari’s hurt silence made me react more harshly than I should have.

      “Rather her than you dumbos!”

      They sniffed and turned away.

      “Why are they being horrible?” Pari whispered. “You’ve always been so popular. I don’t understand it.”

      “Just ignore them, Pari.”

      Truth was that very few people liked me for who I really was. Either they wanted to be friends because I was pretty or because I was rich. No one really cared about what I was like on the inside, except for Pari. With her, I could be myself, even the part that wasn’t always nice.

      Margaret Ma’am walked past just as a ball of paper came flying and hit Pari on the head.

      “What’s this?” Ma’am picked up and unrolled the ball that had a crude drawing of two stick figures, and someone had put a love heart around them. She looked around for the culprits but seeing no one around, she tucked the paper into her skirt pocket.

      “Are you okay, Pari?” she asked, her face grim.

      “Yes, Ma’am.”

      “Do you know who did this and why?”

      “No, Ma’am.”

      “And you, Samira?”

      “No, Ma’am.”

      “Very well. I’ll put Mr Seth on the case. When he finds out, whoever did this will be very sorry indeed!”

      Her voice had risen at the end of the sentence, and she stared into the distance, her hands clenched by her sides.

      “You two, get back to class now. If there’s any more trouble like this, come straight to me.”

      

      I wasn’t a tattle-tale, and was more than capable of handling things on my own, but I worried for Pari. Although only six months younger, sometimes I felt like she was years younger than me. She had shown me the fairy books she was still obsessed with, and I remembered having outgrown them when I was five. I knew she thought she wasn’t pretty, but if only she could understand that being pretty meant nothing. If there was nothing good on the inside, what did the outside matter?

      Pari was innocent and sweet. She wouldn’t harm a fly. Mala and the gang knew that, too. So, they bullied her when I wasn’t around, and enjoyed watching her cry. They picked on her because they couldn’t pick on me.

      One word to Srinivas, and I knew he would sort them out. But he had never warmed to me like the rest of the family had, and I was afraid to approach him. So, I had my own little plan. Something that would ensure they would leave us alone forever.

      At recess on Tuesday, I turned to Pari.

      “I have to go see Mrs Seth. I have a tummy ache.”

      Pari immediately put her sandwich down.

      “I’ll come with you.”

      “No, no. You eat your lunch. I’ll be back soon. I just need a bit of that smelly medicine.”

      Reluctantly, she picked up her sandwich again. I made sure I called out as I passed Mala and gang, “Wait here for me, Pari. Don’t go anywhere.”

      I saw her nod as I turned and headed towards Mrs Seth’s office, knowing it wouldn’t be long before Mala started with her taunts.

      As soon as I had turned the corner, I switched directions and went in search of Mr Seth.

      It was all very well telling a teacher something, but showing them was what really counted.

      Mala was taking special pleasure in grinding Pari’s sandwich into the grass when Mr Seth came up behind her and boomed, “What do you think you are doing?”

      Her friends scattered like cockroaches in daylight, and Mala stood trembling under his furious glare.

      They never bothered us again.
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      “Mama, wake up!” I stood over the lump on the bed. It was 7 a.m. and Papa had already left for his jog, which was why I needed Mama to wake up. She didn’t stir.

      “Mama!!” I shook her now, worried.

      The lump groaned and turned over, throwing the covers off. Her face looked muddy from last night’s makeup. I’d heard the maids complaining about “Madam’s dirty pillow cases”. Mama never washed her face before going to bed. Her kajal had smudged under her eyes, and she looked a bit like my panda. I suppressed a giggle, keeping my face serious as I looked down at her.

      “What?” she snapped at me, her eyes open just a slit.

      “I need money.”

      “Don’t we all…” She closed her eyes again.

      “Mama…” I shook her again. “It’s for the picnic. Today is the last day to hand it in.”

      “Ask your Papa.”

      “He’s not here.”

      Her eyes snapped open.

      “Where is he?”

      “He’s gone for his jog.”

      She closed her eyes and sighed.

      “Take it out of my drawer. There’s a green pouch in there. Now, leave me alone.”

      I opened the drawer silently, found the pouch and took Rs 200 out. Then, for good measure, I took another Rs 100. I’d buy some pastries for Pari and myself. Mama hadn’t even asked how much I needed. She wouldn’t care.

      “Shut the door behind you,” she called out, her voice muffled under

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Epigraph
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Prologue
      


      		
        Part I
        
          		
            Pari
          


          		
            Chapter 1
          


          		
            Chapter 2
          


          		
            Chapter 3
          


          		
            Chapter 4
          


          		
            Chapter 5
          


          		
            Chapter 6
          


          		
            Chapter 7
          


          		
            Samira
          


          		
            Chapter 8
          


          		
            Chapter 9
          


          		
            Chapter 10
          


          		
            Chapter 11
          


          		
            Chapter 12
          


          		
            Chapter 13
          


          		
            Chapter 14
          


          		
            Roma
          


          		
            Chapter 15
          


          		
            Chapter 16
          


          		
            Chapter 17
          


          		
            Chapter 18
          


          		
            Chapter 19
          


          		
            Chapter 20
          


          		
            Chapter 21
          


          		
            Madhu
          


          		
            Chapter 22
          


          		
            Chapter 23
          


          		
            Chapter 24
          


          		
            Chapter 25
          


          		
            Chapter 26
          


          		
            Chapter 27
          


          		
            Chapter 28
          


        


      


      		
        Part II
        
          		
            Pari
          


          		
            Chapter 29
          


          		
            Chapter 30
          


          		
            Chapter 31
          


          		
            Chapter 32
          


          		
            Chapter 33
          


          		
            Chapter 34
          


          		
            Chapter 35
          


          		
            Samira
          


          		
            Chapter 36
          


          		
            Chapter 37
          


          		
            Chapter 38
          


          		
            Chapter 39
          


          		
            Chapter 40
          


          		
            Chapter 41
          


          		
            Chapter 42
          


          		
            Roma
          


          		
            Chapter 43
          


          		
            Chapter 44
          


          		
            Chapter 45
          


          		
            Chapter 46
          


          		
            Chapter 47
          


          		
            Chapter 48
          


          		
            Chapter 49
          


          		
            Madhu
          


          		
            Chapter 50
          


          		
            Chapter 51
          


          		
            Chapter 52
          


          		
            Chapter 53
          


          		
            Chapter 54
          


          		
            Chapter 55
          


          		
            Chapter 56
          


        


      


      		
        Part III
        
          		
            Pari
          


          		
            Chapter 57
          


          		
            Chapter 58
          


          		
            Chapter 59
          


          		
            Chapter 60
          


          		
            Chapter 61
          


          		
            Chapter 62
          


          		
            Chapter 63
          


          		
            Samira
          


          		
            Chapter 64
          


          		
            Chapter 65
          


          		
            Chapter 66
          


          		
            Chapter 67
          


          		
            Chapter 68
          


          		
            Chapter 69
          


          		
            Chapter 70
          


          		
            Roma
          


          		
            Chapter 71
          


          		
            Chapter 72
          


          		
            Chapter 73
          


          		
            Chapter 74
          


          		
            Chapter 75
          


          		
            Chapter 76
          


          		
            Chapter 77
          


          		
            Madhu
          


          		
            Chapter 78
          


          		
            Chapter 79
          


          		
            Chapter 80
          


          		
            Chapter 81
          


          		
            Chapter 82
          


          		
            Chapter 83
          


          		
            Chapter 84
          


        


      


      		
        Part IV
        
          		
            Pari
          


          		
            Chapter 85
          


          		
            Chapter 86
          


          		
            Chapter 87
          


          		
            Chapter 88
          


          		
            Chapter 89
          


          		
            Chapter 90
          


          		
            Chapter 91
          


          		
            Samira
          


          		
            Chapter 92
          


          		
            Chapter 93
          


          		
            Chapter 94
          


          		
            Chapter 95
          


          		
            Chapter 96
          


          		
            Chapter 97
          


          		
            Chapter 98
          


          		
            Roma
          


          		
            Chapter 99
          


          		
            Chapter 100
          


          		
            Chapter 101
          


          		
            Chapter 102
          


          		
            Chapter 103
          


          		
            Chapter 104
          


          		
            Chapter 105
          


          		
            Madhu
          


          		
            Chapter 106
          


          		
            Chapter 107
          


          		
            Chapter 108
          


          		
            Chapter 109
          


          		
            Chapter 110
          


          		
            Chapter 111
          


          		
            Chapter 112
          


        


      


      		
        Epilogue
      


      		
        Afterword
      


      		
        Acknowledgments
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        Also by Poornima Manco
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


      		Also by Poornima Manco


    


  


OEBPS/images/b35314df-a489-4788-96b3-87bc07727531.jpg





OEBPS/images/intersections-kindle.jpg
POORNIMA MANCO





