
Chapter One

			Assam, India

			This is my first trip to India on my own and there isn’t a single relative to greet me at the airport. That’s so typical. Whenever they visit us, we have to fight to get annual leave approved, but when we visit then, they have to show off with how busy they are by not showing up at all. We even allocate days to visit all the landmarks like Buckingham Palace just so they can make out they’ve breathed the same air as the queen. I wish I hadn’t mentioned to Mum that I intended to take a break and go travelling again before the album comes out and I begin my tour.

			As soon as I mentioned I’d be having holiday she said, “Bindi, with all the money you’re making, if you’re taking a break, it won’t look good to not make a trip to Assam, your motherland. You’re globetrotting everywhere. What will the family think if you leave India out?”

			Their reason for not being at the airport is genuine this time, though. It’s because there’s a strike going on and nearly everything is closed. There was also a flood which caused a disruption to all services. They asked me if I could change my ticket and worried that my flight would get cancelled when I couldn’t change it, but everything is running to plan. My cousin Dhona has got me the best security ever to get from the airport to his house. Of course, he has to show off how wealthy he is. Even with the strike and the flood as a good reason not to pick me up, I’m sure he’s sleeping off a hangover somewhere. Although, if he’s as high powered as he makes himself out to be he could get away with leaving home to pick me up from the airport. The strike shouldn’t make a difference to a high-flying lawyer like my cousin. I’m sure I only made it past airport security because I was a woman smiling sweetly, and they could tell I was foreign by the way the mosquitos were coming after me. Apparently, foreign bodies taste better.

			No matter how tight the security is or how fancy the car is, it doesn’t make the sickening winding road, clouds of dust, and constant hooting of the horn any easier. The car doesn’t even have air conditioning in this sweltering heat. No matter how much money people have, there will never be any logical driving system in this country. People make up rules as they go along and there’s no such thing as a highway code on these roads. The air conditioning probably needs fixing, but with everything closed it could take a while. The driver, Mohan was given instructions by Dhona to take care of me and keeps offering me water. He means well, but it’s pointless as the temperature heats the water to near boiling. I doubt it’s safe to drink, as those bottles have been lying there a while gathering dust. I fear for my poor guitar on this bumpy road. Thank God, I kept it as hand luggage. The way my suitcases were dropped from the plane, my guitar would never have survived.

			I doubt it would be a loss if my suitcases went astray. Based on what I’m seeing around me, I have a feeling I haven’t packed the right outfits. On the car journey, I spot women even older than my mum wearing tight skinny jeans, struggling to breathe. The attire makes me think I’m still in the UK, but then I see beggars in the street, people spitting out betel nut remnants, and of course this bumpy journey. These all remind me I’m in India. The last trip I made here was when I was a child, and apart from some sorry attempts at modernising, the place still looks the same.

			The driver decides to show off with his broken English and goes all tour guide on me. “Madam, that is the famous Brahmaputra River.”

			I don’t bother to tell him I know what river it is. When we go past the shops, I notice the quaint oxymorons in the atmosphere. My childhood shopping favourite “Fancy Bazaar” is still there but with more modern shops like Marks and Spencer right beside it. I certainly won’t get the chance to miss anything from home as there are places that do burgers and pizza as well as street food. There are people being transported in fancy cars but also the rickshaws and auto rickshaws. Unlike in the UK, burgers are the equivalent of caviar here, and most of those places are empty, but the street food vendors are busy. I was looking forward to a sweet and sour local delicacy called tok, but there doesn’t seem to be anyone on the streets selling it. I’ll have to be content with a McDonalds instead. Am I really going to miss anything from England apart from the civilisation? Even with modernisation, the pungent assortment of smells continues. That hasn’t changed. There’s still the cocktail of incense interspersed with animal excrement from time to time.

			Mohan continues with his tour guide duties. “Oh yes, madam, Assam has really become modern like London now.”

			As the driver hoots the horn and swerves the car again, I mutter to myself, “Trust me, there’s a lot of catching up to do.”

			We arrive at Dhona’s house, which is actually more of a stately maze. He’s not even around to greet me. Probably sleeping off his hard night of partying.

			Standing there waiting on the balcony, though, is a familiar face I recognise from photographs, Dhona’s wife, Rimli. Her true beauty is trying desperately hard to shine through, but she looked a lot fairer and slimmer in her pictures. She looks very demure in her traditional shalwar kameez, a bindi, and blood-red dye in the part in her hair, a mark of marriage. Her long hair is in a neat plait, but the front is pulled tightly away from her face.

			There is an essence of beauty beneath that sternness. Like she’s trying to be a dutiful wife but holding back, with her lips refusing to smile and constantly shifting eyes as if she needs to be looking in on everything. I would say I prefer how she looks in person as opposed to the pictures I’ve come across. Her natural beauty shines through in person. Within that stiff composure there is a certain grace and sophistication about her. Even though her eyes are piercing, there is still that innocence and longing within them which I sense as we gaze at each other from a distance. The way she places herself on the balcony with the shawl from her salwar kameez blowing in the wind is like a scene from one of those classic old Bollywood films from my parents’ generation. She comes down to greet me, and the scent of incense floats on the wind. I go to pick up my suitcases, but she yells at the servants.

			“Lazy imbecile! She’s come from London and you’re making her do all the heavy lifting. Shame on you.”

			The drivers try to take my guitar from me, but I clutch at it tightly. It’s my lifeline, and the only thing I’ll never let go of.

			Rimli starts the conversation. “I see you’re still trying to be a singer. You know, maybe your time will be better spent trying to lose weight.”

			Now I realise why she looks so different from her pictures; she must have done something to make her skin so white. I’ve heard bleaching is quite popular. I can already feel this trip is going to be a disaster. I’m not in the house yet and I’ve already pretty much been told my career is hopeless and I’m fat. Welcome to India, Bindi. I decide to show that I won’t be a doormat, so she understands where we’re going to stand on this visit. “I hardly recognised you standing on the balcony. If I don’t lose the weight, you could always give me some tips on Photoshopping pictures.”

			She purses her mouth. I’m sure she’s never had anybody give it back to her when she dishes it out. She leads the way into the house.

			When I step inside, I no longer feel like I’m in India, but rather it’s more like a downsized version of Buckingham Palace, with marble flooring, chandeliers, and a Mona Lisa reproduction on the wall. Relics of their travels from England and Europe line every available surface. There is a desperate overload of showing off how well travelled they are. The main giveaway that we’re still very much in India are the ceiling fans. When I look out the window, there are rickshaws and autorickshaws going by and the constant hooting of horns. Definitely not London.

			She shows me to my room, more like an owner of a hotel than my cousin-in-law, and she doesn’t say anything at all when she turns and leaves me there. The smog obscures the view outside, and all I can hear are hooting horns and road sellers shouting as they walk by selling fish and eggs, carrying them in hanging baskets.

			I feel like I’m living between parallel universes. I’m sitting on a four-poster bed with an en-suite bathroom, but outside you can see beggars and animals being maltreated. And yet, the comfort here is better than a hotel. Towels are already laid out on the bed, even a bathrobe. Not only is there an endless supply of hot water, but there’s also a maid just for making tea. Rimli certainly did her homework during her travels. Everything is comfortable and I doubt I’ll miss some home comforts, but there is also something missing in the atmosphere. Something I can’t define yet. It feels…empty.

			Just as I get comfortable on the bed with the silky sheets, I hear a loud, shrilling voice calling, “Come on, no time to shake off the jet lag. Just take a cold shower. We’ve got a party at the Indian high commissioner’s house.”

			“That sounds rather stuffy,” I say, not caring that I sound ungrateful.

			A familiar voice calls out, “Don’t let our local heroes hear you say that if you want to pick up a man.”

			Finally, my cousin Dhona shows up. As we hug and kiss, I can smell a cocktail of cigarette smoke and alcohol, and his eyes are red and his skin a jaundiced colour. He hugs me close and tight like a child who doesn’t want to let go of their favourite pet.

			“I loved your last single. Very romantic.” He pretends to swoon. “It was playing on all the radios here. When people realize who you are, you won’t have a moment of peace.”

			He says it like that’s a good thing. I was already dreading that part of the tour ahead. I’m not good at posing and pretending, and I’m not a huge fan of crowds.

			Our hug is broken up when Rimli interrupts with more orders. “This family reunion can continue in the evening. Just get ready, both of you.”

			Dhona pulls a face, then lights up a cigarette. He puts his arm round me and whispers, “I don’t know why she’s coming tonight, to be honest. Well, I do know why she’s coming. She has to be seen as the perfect wife.”

			I shrug. “Well, tell her you don’t want to go. Then I can get some rest after a long-haul flight and nauseating car journey.”

			“Shhh. I want to go but I don’t want her there. This is where you can be useful. She’s only coming to spy on me, but if you keep her occupied all evening, you’ll have earned your meal tonight.”

			He winks at me, then goes off to preen himself. What a fun evening I have ahead of me. I get to babysit his suspicious and probably jealous wife, while he gets up to things he probably shouldn’t be doing. Now it’s clear what’s missing in this house.

			I investigate my suitcase and I’m happy that I have quite the collection of suitable ethnic wear and I quickly slip into the traditional attire. Mum did my packing for me and said I need to always look dignified and respectable, flying the family honour flag high. Mum clearly hasn’t seen how people are dressing nowadays. I’m impressed with myself for putting the outfit together so promptly. When I hear the hooting of the horn, I step out ready to leave but am greeted by a scolding squeal from Rimli.

			“What on earth are you wearing?”

			“This happens to be a very expensive sari with gold embroidery. What have you come as?” She’s around the corner, where she can clearly see me, but I can’t see her. How dramatic.

			“What I’m wearing is the latest fashion, I’ll have you know. Look at this sexy dress! And I’ve left my hair down like those Bollywood film stars.”

			When I look at Rimli’s outfit I see why she’s so upset by what I’m wearing. She steps in wearing a tight-fitting black dress, boobs desperate to breathe due to the heat and tightness of the fabric. Although she tries to suck it in, her stomach wants to come out too. There was a lot of creative editing in the pictures I saw of her. And yet…there’s something there. Underneath all the makeup and prickly demeanour, there’s a prettiness, too. It’s a shame she’s hiding it so well.

			Combined with the black dress, the traditional red in the part of her hair and her Diwali jewellery creates a kind of masala-roast dinner mash-up. I have never seen a little black dress go wrong, so this is a first for me. Leaving her hair down does her face better justice, though. The freer flowing style highlights her features better than that tightly pulled bun. She looks softer, less severe.

			She drags me upstairs to her room, holding my hand with force, and quickly rummages in her closet. “Here, put this dress on and do hurry up.”

			Not the kind of dress I would have chosen and thank God Mum paid for all those beauty treatments before the trip. A lot of my friends diet and exercise a few months before making a trip to India because of all this scrutiny. Mum tried and failed with me but insisted I visit the salon and have all the treatments, if only to make her feel like she was sending me off well-groomed. If I can’t flaunt the perfect figure, magic underwear is on hand, too. Perfect skin without a hair in sight and well-manicured nails are a must. Looking at the length of this dress, I should have waxed a little higher and gone for a full Brazilian. It’s more like lingerie, and with my boobs popping out, I feel more like a porn star than a pop star. Even on stage I don’t wear this kind of thing. I think I’ve brought completely the wrong attire for this trip. Mum insisted on no revealing clothes. Western clothes were fine if no bum or boobs were showing and there were definitely no short skirts. How wrong could Mum have got it? Rimli had better not post too many selfies on Facebook or my mum’s blood pressure will go through the roof.

			I struggle to get out of the traditional clothing, and she pulls it off with force, then starts undoing my petticoat ribbon. The way she undresses me is rough, but the touch of her silken hands goes right through my bare skin, especially when her hands lightly touch my breasts, then she has to pin me up against a wall to do my dress up. I can’t say I’m completely upset by the way it feels.

			“With boobs like yours the other outfit was a waste. This is much better for your figure.”

			She pulls away and we head downstairs. There was something quaint about how she undressed me so roughly, but then there was that comment she made. She actually paid me a compliment. It doesn’t really make me feel any better, but it’s something to hold on to. I yawn, wishing I was tucked up in bed. The last thing in the world I want to do is go to some political party thing where I won’t know anyone. Yet again I’m regretting my choice to come here instead of heading off to somewhere like Amsterdam or Madrid.

			On the car journey, I sit between Dhona and Rimli. Dhona lights yet another cigarette with his tongue hanging out as he admires the pert bottoms of women in tight jeans sitting on the backs of motorbikes. When I check out the attire closely, I see that my new outfit blends in more than the one I’d been about to wear. The contradictory part is the lack of a highway code on the roads, beggars wearing ripped clothes with bones protruding, and dead animals in the middle of the road. We have poverty in England too, but at least people are trying to do something about it with food banks and such, and there’s a welfare state. People like my cousin could do something about it, but they choose to spend their money funding their vices and looking down on everyone. I hate it, and I resolve that when I’m making real money from my singing career, I’ll do more to help people.

			




Chapter Ten

			My hopes for a lie-in have been dashed. I wake up to the sound of pots and pans clattering, the strong stench of pungent spices, and the juicing machine making noise.

			I head downstairs in my pyjamas and Rimli is already dressed up with her makeup done and her hair in a neat bun. She has made breakfast for us all.

			My mum looks pointedly from Rimli to me. She asks Rimli, “Did she walk around in your house like this?”

			“Rimli’s seen me more indecent than this,” I answer for her. It slips out, but I know Mum would never consider just how indecent we were. It wouldn’t even cross her mind. Thankfully.

			Rimli laughs. “Auntie, India has moved on. This is actually overdressed in some parts of India.”

			“Disgusting. No wonder the country is in such a state.” Mum scoffs and sips her coffee.

			There is an awkward silence at the table. Rimli’s attempt at cooking for us is the same as her identity crisis. She attempts a Spanish omelette, but the overdose of masala is overpowering at this time of morning. I admire how Rimli is trying new things while she’s here. In typical Rimli style she wants to make a good impression on my mum. This trait has been both frustrating and endearing. I choke some food down, but Mum picks at it like she’s trying to uncover its secrets before she pushes it aside.

			Mum looks at us both. “What are your plans?”

			I take that as my queue to exit. “Well, I have to finish packing as I’m leaving for Paris tomorrow.”

			Mum follows me into the kitchen and whispers, “I don’t know what’s going on with you two, but you’re not allowed to avoid her.”

			I shrug. There’s nothing to say, and I don’t want to outright lie to her.

			“What exactly happened in India?” Mum continues to whisper.

			I decide to go with the basics, just to get her off my back. “It’s not my fault she’s come at an awkward time. My tour has been planned for a while. Might I add, when I arrived in India nobody was there to meet me at the airport.”

			Keeping a look out for Rimli approaching, Mum whispers, “Well, Rimli’s our guest and while you’re here try to make the effort.”

			I roll my eyes and help with the washing up. Rimli joins me at the sink, and I smell her perfume, the same one she wore that night. While my hands are under the water, she gets close to me, and our hands touch. For a few moments we keep the water running while our hands linger, and I can’t tear myself away. Hearing Mum’s footsteps, we pull our hands away from each other.

			Mum looks at the stack of dishes still there. “You’re taking your time with the dishes, aren’t you? Okay, I know what you’re up to.”

			We jump up and knock a dish over. Luckily, it’s not glass.

			“Don’t look so worried. I know what’s going on. I get that Dhona made it awkward for you two with his behaviour, but he’s not here now. Go on, I’ll finish the dishes. Why don’t you two go and catch up. It’s important to have good friends.”

			We head into my room and Rimli tells me, “Look, I get what you were trying to do last night.”

			I reply, “You do?” I have no idea what it is I was trying to do, other than protect myself.

			“It’s true I need to be fair on you. I can’t stay married to Dhona and cheat on him with you. It makes me as bad as him. Our relationship isn’t like one of his cheap, alcohol-fuelled orgies.”

			“What relationship?” I hold her hand to take the sting from my words. “Rimli, we had one night together. We were both drunk, and you were upset. We don’t even know each other.” I wipe away a tear on her cheek. “I can be here for you as a friend. But what we had…” I sigh right down to my toes. “It’s too complicated.”

			She continues to cry softly, but she doesn’t deny what I’ve said. I hate that I’ve hurt her with my honesty, but it’s better than lying to
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