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Chapter 1: Going on a Trip
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​Summer vacation!

Ismail and Hassan loved the long summer months. They woke up early in the morning - even earlier than usual - because the playground was in great demand and whoever came first got to choose between the cricket pitch, the tennis court, and the basketball court. It did not matter that the cricket pitch was a small strip of hard dirt, or the net in the tennis court sagged, or what passed for a basketball court was a single hoop on a pole, the paint from which had peeled away many summers ago.

Hassan would stop at Ismail’s house which was down his street, and the boys would run all the way to the playground. Then they would wait for the rest of their gang who were between the ages of ten to twelve.

Ismail and Hassan were ten and best friends since they were toddlers.  They lived on the same street and went to the same school. If they were not on the playground, they were in each other’s homes, playing video games.

They even looked alike. Tall and lanky, their mop of dark hair always untidy, their fair skin tanned to a darker shade, they could pass for brothers or cousins.

One evening, instead of joining their friends on the playground, they were sitting on the bench, looking glum.

“But it’s the last week of our holidays!” Ismail protested.

“I know. I told my parents. I told them I would rather stay with you, but they didn’t agree. Papa says his friend will be hurt if they don’t take me with them to the wedding. Did you ask your parents if you could come with us?”

Ismail nodded gloomily. He had, and the answer was no.

Hassan’s face brightened. “Shall I ask your mother? She’s fond of me. She’s always telling you to be like me, isn’t she?”

“Not always. She only says that when we get our report cards and you score more than I do. Your mother praises me!”

“She did that once,” Hassan conceded. “So, what do you think? Shall I ask your mother? Shall we go to your place?”

“Okay. Let’s do it,” Ismail agreed, though he had a niggling feeling his mother would not like it.

“Aunty, I want Ismail to come with us,” Hassan said, after offering a polite greeting.

Ismail waited breathlessly, trying to read his mother’s face. When she didn’t answer, Hassan pleaded. “Let Ismail come with us, please! I won’t enjoy the wedding if Ismail isn’t there with me.”

“Hassan, I’m sure you will miss Ismail, but dear, he can’t come, and that is final.”

Hassan tried again, practically begging, but Ismail’s mother was firm in her refusal. Finally, he left.

Before Ismail could say anything, his mother scolded him, “Why did you bring Hassan here? I’d already told you that you weren’t going. You put me in a very awkward position. Hassan is a sweet boy and your best friend. I didn’t like refusing him.”

“Why did you?” Ismail asked, not understanding.

“They will be away for a week. Moreover, they are attending a wedding. You can’t barge in without an invitation. That’s ill-mannered.”

“But Ma!”
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“Enough. Sit down and practice your handwriting. Your letters look as if an ant made them with inky feet. Why can’t you write neatly like Hassan?”

An hour later, Hassan was back with his parents. His mother straightaway came to the point. “We would love to have Ismail accompany us,” she said.

“Hassan has asked me already. I’m afraid I can’t send him. He’s never spent that much time away from home.”

“We’ll take good care of him. They're inseparable, the pair of them. Let Ismail come with us. I assure you he will be fine. Hassan wants him to come. So do we.”

“Ismail is eager to go. He says he can’t imagine spending a whole week without Hassan.”

“That's exactly what Hassan keeps saying. And it’s true. They are always together.”

“It’ll be a good experience for him,” added Hassan’s father, who was always looking for ways to broaden everyone’s mind. “The wedding is in a village. I know Ismail has never visited a village before. Hassan hasn’t either. They will enjoy their stay in Shivpur.”

Ismail’s mother wanted to know more.

“Bimal Ram is a close family friend. It’s his daughter’s wedding. The journey to Shivpur will take about eight hours,” Hassan’s mother said.

“But Hassan told me it will be a week-long trip.”

“That’s because of all the events lined up! There are to be songs and dances by professional troupes, rides, games, and shows. It will be like attending a colorful village fair. Bimal Ram is going to a lot of trouble to keep his guests entertained. Ismail and Hassan will enjoy themselves.”

Ismail glanced at his mother. She looked undecided. “Ma says I can’t go because I’ve not been invited!” he blurted out.

“You don’t have to worry about that,” Hassan’s mother said. “Bimal Ram is like family and a wonderful person. He’ll be delighted to have Ismail. We wouldn’t have suggested Ismail come with us if that was not the case.”

The boys waited anxiously as Hassan’s parents continued their efforts to convince Ismail’s mother. Finally, when she said, “Ismail, you may go, but you must behave...” the boys gave a whoop and rushed out of the house. They were so excited they didn’t know what to do, except let out another whoop.
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Chapter 2: Fun, Food, Games.
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“Why do I need new clothes? What’s wrong with the clothes I have?”

“Ismail, your new clothes are for the wedding and for the reception. One needs to dress up for grand occasions. Hassan will also wear new clothes,” his mother explained.

“He doesn’t like them either. They feel scratchy and uncomfortable. He says he’ll not wear them.”

“Ismail! You must dress properly and obey Anjum Aunty. You mustn’t trouble her about anything. I’m still not sure whether I should let you go. How will you manage on your own? You don’t even know how to fold clothes!”

Ismail was alarmed. Now what? He rushed to the pile of freshly laundered clothes and started folding them. Except for the sari that kept slipping away from his hands, he managed to fold all of them and arrange them in a neat pile.

“See?” he said.

By now, his mother was laughing. She gave him a quick hug. “I was wrong. You have grown up! Come and help me pack your suitcase. This way, you’ll remember what is in it.”

Though Ismail was convinced his mother was packing far too much, he quietly helped her. Did he need ten handkerchiefs? He barely used them. Two pairs of formal shoes when he only wore sneakers? A sweater in case it got cold? It was summer!

His mother kept reminding him about how he must behave when he was away from home. Be polite, thank your host, go to bed on time, wake up early, don’t have too many ices and sweets, and always obey Anjum Aunty and Akbar Uncle, she told him repeatedly. 

Two days later, it was finally time to leave. Akbar Uncle placed his suitcase in the back of the hired SUV. Hassan and Anjum Aunty were already in the vehicle. Ismail got in beside Hassan.

“Ismail, remember to call every day!” his mother called out as he waved her goodbye.

“Did you bring the catapult?” Hassan asked.

“I did. I also brought my cricket bat and ball.”

“So did I. I also brought the stumps.”

Due to the early hour, there wasn’t much traffic. Hassan and Ismail watched the sights for a bit but mostly chatted with each other. They were in the backseat. Anjum Aunty read or listened to music. They stopped twice on the way, once for breakfast and the other time to stretch their legs.

By two in the afternoon, they entered Shivpur. A floral welcome arch greeted them. Ismail realized the flowers were made of paper, but they looked real.

“The whole village is decorated!” Hassan exclaimed.

“It does look like a fair. Look over there! That’s a round tent. Doesn’t it look like a circus tent, only smaller?” Anjum Aunty asked, sounding as excited as the children.

The road curved, and a huge ground came into view.

“Is that a cricket field?” Hassan asked.

“That’s the maidan. Towns and villages often have large open spaces. They are used for meetings, fairs, and sports,” said Akbar Uncle.

Ismail turned down the window glass. “It’s huge. There’s a merry-go-round and some other rides out there. The rest is just open space. We can play as much cricket as we want!”

Bimal Ram met them at the entrance of his sprawling house. He was delighted they had come and welcomed them in. Ismail remembered to greet him politely.

“What good manners the boy has!” Bimal Ram said, patting him on the back.

After a shower and a sumptuous lunch, the boys were out of the house. They had already made a friend, Prakash. He was Bimal Ram’s nephew and about their age. Like them, he loved playing cricket. 

“It’s good you came. We are one player short in each team,” he told them.

The other children also welcomed Ismail and Hassan. They started playing. Ismail and Hassan were in different teams. Prakash was a powerful batsman. So was another boy, Rahul. The wicketkeeper in Ismail’s team was a girl. She was very good.

“We’ve never had a game like this,” Ismail told their new friends. “Our playground is much smaller and is surrounded by houses. We have to be careful. If we hit the ball hard, we might break someone’s window. We aren’t supposed to make noise, either.”
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The next few days went by very fast. While there were many other things the boys could do, they spent the mornings and evenings playing cricket. During the day, Prakash took them to the village lake for a swim. They also explored the hillocks outside the village and ran between crop-laden fields. Having always lived in a town, they were thrilled with the barns and the wells, the cattle with brass bells around their necks, and the vast open spaces.

Hassan’s parents wanted the boys to spend at least some time indoors, to listen to the traditional wedding songs the women sang, and to observe other pre-wedding rituals.

“Let them play,” Bimal Ram said in his booming voice. “Children must play and not sit like old men with aching joints.”

All the playing made the boys hungry which was a good thing, otherwise they couldn’t have demolished the mounds of snacks that kept appearing on the tables under the round tent.

Dinner was followed by entertainment. The tables were cleared and moved to the back of the tent. A large wooden stage had been set up at the front. Every evening, the older guests sat on chairs arranged for them while the young people and the children sat down on big durries spread on the ground.

On the first evening, a group of folk dancers from Punjab entertained the gathering. The vigorous dance and the quick beat had many of the guests joining in. The next evening, a group of puppeteers put up a play. It was about a wedding in which the bride refused to go with
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