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PENGUIN BOOKS

    COLD FEET

Meenakshi Reddy Madhavan is the author of You Are Here and The Life and Times of Layla the Ordinary. She shuttles between New Delhi and Mumbai, two of her favourite cities, and finds things to write about in both.


This book is for two men I could not do without:

Kian Ganz
 and
 Samit Basu



    Her mind lives tidily, apart

From cold and noise and pain,

And bolts the door against her heart,

Out wailing in the rain.

    —‘Interior’ by Dorothy Parker







The Bachelorette Party


Before every wedding, there is a set of rituals that must be followed, prayers to be said, fires to be walked around, clothes to be bought, jewellery to be held up to your face, and the best bit, the only reason people actually care about whether you get married or not—parties to be thrown. It used to be quite a simple thing to do in the past—just one party for the ring ceremony when you announced your desire to tie the knot. It’s actually called the roka in Punjabi wedding rituals, which translates to ‘stop’, as in, you have stopped the bride and now she can’t marry anyone else.

Some people have engagement ceremonies, which is like a fancy version of the ring ceremony, and is more of a modern thing, signalling a longer engagement before you get married. Once your wedding dates are upon you, there are at least three different kinds of pre-parties you could have—the YPP (Young People’s Party, for the Young People to get together and make merry without the dulling presence of adults); the sangeet (a song-and-dance affair, where the aforementioned Young People from each side get together and do a little dance performance, and it’s all rather intimate and casual and getting to know you); and the mehendi (which is usually a non-alcoholic afternoon affair where the women get henna on their hands and eat a lot and find it hard to go to the bathroom because they’re wearing really fancy clothes and have henna all over their palms). Then finally there is the wedding.

This is a basic template for an average Punjabi wedding, but seeing that most Indians usually end up having a lot of fun with these things, these rituals seem to have become universally adopted.




Amisha, sitting at her dressing table, gazed anxiously at what was threatening to become the world’s largest pimple on her chin. She was less concerned with the traditional Hindu marriage stuff and more about a little Western tradition she had taken to heart—the bachelorette party!

Because she was marrying an Australian, she figured she was entitled to her ‘hen night’, but she had decided to go for the far sexier sounding ‘bachelorette party’. It didn’t seem fair that guys got to call it a stag do, she thought, blotting the concealer under her eyes. In her mind, a stag do immediately conjured up images of wild animals running and rutting and fighting, while hen night was just so sitting-on-eggs-y. If they had to name it after an animal, then how about lioness night? The lioness did all the work, hunted and provided and looked after the kids … that would be a good animal to have on her last single outing. And, of course, mermaid night, if you weren’t picky. A hen isn’t an animal either, not in the way a stag is, so why couldn’t they be mermaids? They’d braid each other’s hair with pearls and swim through the pounding surf and ride sea horses, and yes, a mermaid night would be far more exciting than a hen night. But no one would have understood that if she had put it on the invitation, so she went with bachelorette. It was a much nicer word than spinster even, throwing images of a woman wearing red shiny heels and a glittery cocktail dress as opposed to the woman who lived in her nightie and only had slippers on.

‘Bachelorette!’ said the invite in sparkly pink letters. It was only an online invitation, but that meant Amisha could make the letters flash and have little balloons moving around, which she did. And when you clicked on the letters they faded away to give you the information about the party. There was a box you could check immediately underneath to show whether you were attending or not, and out of the twelve invites she had sent, eight people were definitely coming. These were good odds for a Friday evening party in Bombay, where everyone’s calendars were fully booked weeks in advance. There was always something happening more important than you, and most people just ‘swung by’ for a drink and then just as capably ‘swung out’, leaving no trace of their presence except sometimes a cloud of perfume and an empty glass where they had been sitting.

Amisha had been in Bombay for about two years now. For her, it was a city that inspired terrifically close friendships in a we’re-all-in-this-together sort of way and it came with the caveat that once you were done with the city, you were kind of done with the friendship, too. Sometimes, the friendships lasted, but it was rare for a Bombay friendship to flourish outside of Bombay. But Amisha nurtured a rather traditional school of thought where a friendship grew from a stem to a flower to a tree eventually, and these instant overnight relationships where you came back from a party with two new best friends were beyond her. Still, she was trying. She made an effort. She wouldn’t have called the people coming to her party close friends, but they were the nearest she had. If close friends meant the people you confided in, then they were that, but only by default.

Sometimes Amisha felt like a fraud, especially when the other girls, drunk, draped their arms around her and made declarations of undying friendship and love and she reciprocated because it would be rude not to. At that moment she would think, ‘Am I the only one who isn’t feeling this?’ Over the years, she had managed to whittle down her circle to people whose company she actually enjoyed. It didn’t matter if they were ‘close friends’ or not; they were intelligent, fun-loving women, and they would be a good choice to have around at a party.




About twenty minutes away by rickshaw, Ladli and Akshara were doing their usual passive aggressive dance around their flat’s only full-length mirror. Akshara was taller, she could see clearly over Ladli’s head and so Ladli thought it was only fair that she stand in front and let Akshara stand behind her. Akshara complained that it was hard to put on eyeliner when you weren’t close to the mirror. The tiffs continued as the two of them tried to fit their faces in at the same time, but this also led to subtle space-occupying as one scattered her make-up all over the table instead of putting it back on the shelf and the other blocked the mirror while checking out her outfit.

Ladli, being softer and easier to bully, finally picked up her make-up and went to the bathroom to put it on in front of the cracked mirror there and Akshara, the one who was the quickest to feel guilty, began to make up for it by showering Ladli with compliments the minute she emerged.

‘Nice dress,’ she said, nervously, twisting her fingers round and round.

‘Thanks,’ replied Ladli, looking down at herself and smoothing out her skirt.

This one-word answer sent Akshara into a tailspin of remorse, convincing her that Ladli was really, really mad and she began to drop more compliments. ‘Nice shoes. I like your hair like that. I like your bag. Your lipstick is pretty, is it new?’ Ladli, whose mind was on an entirely different matter—her boyfriend, who had been avoiding her calls recently—just nodded absently at Akshara.

She was an ‘absent nod’ kind of person; it was something you learned not to take personally after a while. Akshara knew this and yet descended into despair. ‘We’re going to be late,’ she said, mournfully.

‘Are we?’ asked Ladli in surprise. ‘Let’s go then.’

After a quick glance at the mirror, Ladli picked up her bag, drew out her keys and checked her cell phone for messages. Everything was okay everywhere but in her love life. Which meant that nothing was okay. ‘I will not obsess,’ she told herself, thumbing her phone like a worry stone. She tried to be cool, firm and impassive. ‘I. Will. Not. Obsess.’

‘I wonder if she’s still mad at me …’ thought Akshara. ‘I’ll let her have the whole mirror next time.’




Shayna hated to be the first to arrive. Usually, she timed it so that she was comfortably in the middle of arrivals when people were already there, conversations had already started, and she’d ring the bell, standing in the doorway for an extra second, both to gauge the party inside and to make an entrance. This wasn’t something she did on purpose, nothing that she had consciously decided, it just came from the fact that she loved to be the centre of attention. If you told her this, she would narrow her eyes at you, but there was something pure and innocent in her need to be the focus of a room. She was like a little girl, a precocious little girl, who comes into the room at her parents’ dinner party in her pyjamas, and proceeds to charm all the guests. Look, here I am, notice me! But for Amisha’s party, she had made the mistake of assuming, since Amisha was old and boring and about to get married, that everyone else would be old and boring and arrive on time. At fifteen minutes past the stipulated time on her e-invite, she left the house, leisurely, but there was absolutely no traffic that night, and she reached seven minutes after. She walked up the stairs, crossing her fingers behind her back for loud music, voices, stray laughter, anything to indicate the party had already started and was in full swing. Instead, when she pressed her ear against the front door, there was complete silence. She contemplated going home and coming back again but then dismissed that idea as stupid and rang the bell.

‘Shayna!’ said Amisha, throwing the door wide open almost instantly, which made Shayna wonder if Amisha had been lurking behind the door all the while. ‘Come in! You’re the first guest.’ Soft jazz was playing in the background and a low coffee table was set with some hors d’oeuvres. This was such a grown-up party, thought Shayna. She was used to banging music, something from the latest charts, and chips packets and a take-out and a large stack of paper cups in a corner. Come to think of it, what was she doing at this party anyway? She barely knew Amisha, she must have met her once or twice at a common friend’s house. Derek, Amisha’s fiancé, had briefly flirted with Shayna once, but when she had let on that she wasn’t interested, he had taken a no-hard-feelings attitude and continued to be her friend. She had liked Derek, the couple of times she had met him. He listened to you with all his face, not just his face turned towards you and his eyes skittering around looking for other people above your shoulder. Derek had asked her to dinner quite regularly, maybe once a month. And she had always enjoyed those dinners, not only because he asked her to a nice restaurant and paid for everything, but also because he made her feel special. Even when they were talking about him. Derek had introduced her to Amisha first by bringing up Amisha in a conversation and saying how lovely she was, how smart, how fun, but she had only just moved to Bombay and didn’t have very many friends. Pause. Meaningful glance directed at his beer. Shayna, a bit hesitatingly, had finally agreed to take her out. It was as vague an invitation as she could manage, but Derek had looked thrilled and said Amisha would be in touch.

Which she had been.

She had dragged Shayna to this hideously boring art show, and Shayna knew it was popular and cool to look at art but the paintings didn’t do anything. They didn’t move about or entertain or even look like anything beyond colourful blobs. Some people, among them a man in a gold dhoti with a large bindi on his forehead, were circulating and talking about how great the art was. Amisha had made Shayna join them. She was bored in five minutes flat. Despite this dismal first meeting, her friendship with Amisha had somehow sustained. Every now and then she’d get an email from Amisha talking about a new play or show and asking Shayna along. It was like after signing up for that first art show Amisha couldn’t hang out with her without something ‘cultural’ serving as a backdrop. Mostly, Shayna declined, nicely, but declined all the same, but every now and then, especially if there was free wine, she went along. The last time they had met at a fashion show, which Shayna thought might be a fun thing to do, since she liked clothes. But the clothes were horrid and it was Fashion For A Cause, which everyone knew was never the good stuff the designers had—just some stuff they threw together at the last minute to look good for charity. There had been pink champagne though. That was nice. Oddly, after that last dinner with Derek, she had never heard from him again. It was like Amisha had co-opted her, and her friendship with Derek was gone forever. It was too bad. She’d rather have been at his bachelor party.

Amisha poured her a glass of wine. ‘We also have Martinis!’ She offered her a snack, which looked like pesto on a circle of white bread.

‘Sooo,’ Amisha said, leaning back, ready to be entertained.

Shayna wanted nothing more than to run, to go home, or even better, text someone else, someone dashing and exciting to go out with, the entire evening spent with pleasant anticipation in their stomachs. What a waste of her sparkly grey cocktail dress! She let out a deep sigh, which was thankfully masked by the doorbell ringing. More boring people, no doubt, who would talk about art and things all night, she thought. She heard Amisha squeal at the door and two new women came in, each with a brightly wrapped present. Were they supposed to bring presents? No one had said. She had never been to a bachelorette party before, how was she supposed to know the rules? In her mind, her own voice came through, rude and clear, ‘None of my friends is old enough to get married. So there.’ Having a rude inner voice was such a blessing sometimes, she thought, watching Amisha open the gifts. One was a bottle of wine (so uninspired!), the other was a black lace nightie with holes where the nipples should be (un-com-fortable! Plus she has saggy tits). The women came in, were introduced, and sat down with their own glasses of wine. Everyone refused the Martinis that Amisha was offering, even though she offered them with greater need each time, like, please drink the Martinis. Shayna downed one glass and was on her second when the doorbell rang again admitting another person, who also brought a gift. Shayna decided to invent a drinking game, every time someone said, ‘Wonderful!’ she was going to take a large gulp of her drink. By the time the gift was opened, she was well on her way to glass number three.

Amisha was thrilled. It was all going so well, everyone seemed to be getting along, and by nine, the last two guests, Akshara and Ladli had shown up. Almost everyone had brought her a present, well, everyone except Shayna. You could excuse Shayna; she was so young, after all, she thought.

‘You look beautiful,’ said Akshara leaning forward and kissing her on the cheek. ‘I’m so sorry we’re late.’

‘Nonsense,’ said Amisha, waving them inside. ‘You’re not late.’

‘We’re just the last ones here,’ added Ladli, an old punchline that the three of them had used before and as they all giggled, Amisha was filled with warm feelings. Of course they were her real friends, her true friends. She was just being silly before.

‘Shouldn’t one of your friends be throwing you this party?’ Derek had asked that morning. It was all very well for him, his friends from around the world were all congregating in Bangkok, where they would have a weekend of wild revelry. Her friends didn’t have the means for that, and even if they did, well, she didn’t want to travel with them anyway.


‘I want a very particular kind of party,’ she told him, lying in bed, watching him pack, ‘like, classy and stuff. No penis cakes and all that.’

‘Tea and cucumber sandwiches?’ he suggested, raising an eyebrow at her.

‘Nooo, not quite,’ she began and then noticed the smile at the corners of his mouth. ‘Oh, go ahead and laugh. It won’t be your Bangkok drunkenness, but it’ll be fun! I’ll make Martinis with that new cocktail shaker we bought.’

‘Well, go crazy,’ he said, kissing the top of her head. Derek was really lovely sometimes. The thought made her smile as she flitted about her party, refreshing people’s wine glasses. No one had asked for a Martini yet, and she had made a whole jug. But people would, sooner or later, she thought. The idea that someone should have thrown her this party still nagged at the back of her head, but she swatted it away. Who had the time for that nowadays?

Akshara heard her phone beep and saw Ladli eagerly reaching for her phone and checking the display. Ladli was embarrassed when she realized it wasn’t her phone. She looked around, hoping no one had noticed and put the phone back in her bag. She seemed a little sad. She took a big sip of her drink before turning to the girl next to her with a smile. Akshara felt kind of bad for her. Obviously, she was waiting for some kind of message from her boyfriend, Ankur, some kind of validation to show that he still loved her. She didn’t know how Ladli put up with it. Ankur had been distant and well, not unkind, but not his usual warm self. She happened to like him, he was a likeable guy, but he clearly wasn’t right for Ladli and the sooner she figured that out, the better.

Shaking her head, she checked her own phone and the name on it made her smile. Mo. Her best friend ever! Even though she had only known him for six months, they had this incredible connection. Sometimes she couldn’t believe her luck. What were the odds of running into your soulmate in the line for a movie? That’s how it had happened for her and Mo. She was going to watch this film alone and he had been with two friends, and the two of them were standing in line for tickets together. It was a really long line and they got talking. Soon, they were watching the movie together, she and the three of them, and then they went out for dinner afterwards. Mo had just stayed in her life and made her supremely happy. There was the teeny tiny insignificant fact that she was in love with him, and he wasn’t, but that was besides the point. She had no doubt that eventually she would wind up together with Mo and they would be very happy. ‘How’s the party? I’m so bored tonight,’ was his text and she wished he were here. It wouldn’t have been appropriate for him to be because, after all, this was a girls’ night, but he just made everything so much more fun. She was also pleased that it was her he was texting when he was bored, and not one of his many other friends, or random Floozies. She thought of them as a collective—one Floozy, several Floozies.

Women flocked to Mo. Not because he was particularly good-looking, but just because he exuded so much personal charm that you couldn’t help but be won over. Often, when she was his plus one at a party, she saw other women size her up later, wondering, ‘What is she to him?’ and she always smiled a smug smile because, no matter how early Mo detached himself from her and made another woman the focus of his evening, he always, always, went home with her, dropping her off and then going home himself. It could’ve been part of his game plan, leave ’em wanting more and all that, but she never thought of it that way. Mo and she were shiny, bright, unstoppable.


‘Party is okay,’ she replied, fingers flying over the keyboard. ‘Not sure how long I’ll stay though, you want to hang out later?’ This wasn’t true until a minute ago. She had fully planned on staying at the party till the very end, but a Mo-evening beckoned and that was far more enticing than any party games she could play. Amisha would understand if she knew the entire story. Amisha was getting married! Married people didn’t have a right to their single friend’s life if the single friend was hoping to no longer be a single friend. This was the way of the world.

What did I say to him when we last spoke? Oh, um, let me see. I did talk about further commitment. Maybe that’s what scared him off? But everything was going so well! He is so nice and so wonderful, and all my friends say he’s the perfect man. I mean, until like last week, we were the perfect couple. Totally. In every conceivable way. Maybe we weren’t having sex all the time, but we’ve been dating for a really long time, so that’s not unusual, is it? I wonder if I can ask Amisha, in a subtle, casual fashion, how often she and Derek have sex? I don’t think it’s very often. Derek’s a nice guy, but he doesn’t look like the type to fuck like a bunny. That has to mean something. It’s not like this whole commitment thing is a surprise to him. I thought he was serious. It’s not even like there was a switch, an isolated incident I can put my finger on, it’s just that he’s become so distant. We were meant to go out this weekend, I can call him about that, can’t I? It’s a legitimate reason! I mean, I don’t know whether I should make plans or not. Yes, I’ll call him. I’ll wait till the end of this party, and I’ll casually call him later tonight and be all like, ‘Hey, so are we doing anything this weekend?’ and not mention that I’ve been upset. He hates when I make a fuss about things. Ladli took another sip of her wine, finishing the glass and reached over for the bottle.


God, the girl with the strange outfit was really going at the wine, thought Shayna. What was her name? Ladli? That was somewhat of an odd name, but she seemed like an odd sort of person. She was wearing a loose kurta top over a faded tie’n’dye skirt. Her long curly hair had two strands braided and wound around her skull in an attempt to be all medieval princess-y theme. Plus, every now and then her lips moved soundlessly like she was having a conversation with herself. Shayna felt a twinge of compassion, wanting to go over to Ladli and offer some words of comfort, but then the wine was sending tendrils of sloth down her arms and legs and she couldn’t be bothered. Ladli was surrounded by her friends, including the other girl she had come with, who seemed normal enough. She could seek support from them.

‘Are you very bored?’ asked Amisha, suddenly dropping into the chair by Shayna and making her jump.

‘Oh. No,’ said Shayna, politely.

‘Good, I’m really glad you’re here.’ Amisha’s eyes had reached the glassy stage. Pretty soon she’d get all teary and give them all hugs or something. Subtly, Shayna shifted, so her body faced the other way. ‘You’re my oldest friend at this party,’ went on Amisha, oblivious. ‘And I know we don’t hang out very often, but it means so much to me that you’re here.’

She paused and Shayna sensed it was time for her to interject something soothing and thoughtful. ‘Um, thanks,’ was pretty much all she could come up with, but Amisha giggled and put her arm around Shayna’s shoulders and gave her a little squeeze. ‘Anytime, sweetie! Derek is so fond of you also. Like, he really thinks you’re awesome.’

‘Who?’ asked a bossy-looking woman from across the room.


‘Shayna, here,’ said Amisha, to the bossy woman and the whole room, since everyone had turned to listen. ‘She’s like Derek’s favourite person.’

Derek’s favourite person indeed! She hadn’t heard from Derek since she had done him a favour and befriended his fiancée. He probably couldn’t wait to be rid of her. She hated people who used other people like that. She’d had a couple of people like that in her life before, when she was in college, new girls, whom she had been so friendly with, and introduced to everyone and, six months later, they were talking and laughing with all the people she had introduced them to, while with her, their interaction was waving at her in the corridors. She was too nice to people, that was the problem.

‘I thought I was Derek’s favourite person,’ said the bossy woman loudly, and then laughed a nasal laugh. ‘I’m going to have to take it up with him, huh, Amisha?’ Amisha simpered into her lap, God, so thrilled that her fiancé was generating all this discussion. Pathetic. This was all so dull and boring. No doubt there would be silly bachelorette party games and so forth. Led by the bossy woman. But no. Shayna was pleasantly surprised when Amisha announced dinner and a couple of the girls leaped up to help her put the takeaway Chinese food into serving bowls.

She really had gone all out, dim sums and soup and a main course and dessert. Maybe there was something to be said about grown-up parties after all. Still, she mused later, skipping down the steps to go home, she really wouldn’t swap her life with anyone. Anyone. And that was a fact.

‘Good party?’ asked Mo, opening the door for Akshara.

‘Not bad,’ she said, slipping in, wishing she could throw her arms around him and kiss him fiercely on the mouth. She settled for drinking a glass of water instead, and sitting down next to him, on the couch, watching an episode of a TV show they both liked on his laptop. He was so close she could smell him—his lovely, freshly laundered smell—and if she tilted her head just a little bit, she could lean on his shoulder. And, the wine making her bolder, she did, and he didn’t react, just shifted so that she could be more comfortable. ‘Okay? I’m not too heavy?’ she asked, and he said, ‘Nah’ and Akshara was happy.

‘Hello? Oh, sorry, did I wake you up? Oh, no, I am sorry. I just, I just wanted to know if we were hanging out this weekend? I mean,’ cause I could make other plans? What? Yeah, I guess this could’ve waited. I just needed to know. Like soon. Oh, you’re busy? With what? Sorry, sorry. Don’t be mad. Go to sleep. I’ll see you soon. Yeah? Okay. Goodnight, Ankur.’

Meanwhile, Amisha was cleaning up. The party had wrapped up almost immediately after dinner, no one lingering for coffee or more drinks, and while this was a little annoying, she was nevertheless still pleased with how it had turned out. Everyone had chatted, the food was almost over, which was always a good sign, she herself had had a wonderful evening, and that was all that mattered in the end. Her knees felt a little wobbly after all the drinks she had had, and she glanced around once at the messy room ruefully. Derek wouldn’t approve of her leaving everything here and going to bed, ‘the best way to get cockroaches,’ he always said. He also washed the dishes at night, while she left them to soak for the maid to deal with in the morning. But Derek isn’t here, she thought giddily. Derek was in Bangkok and this was her bachelorette party and so she was going to go to bed, leaving the house in a shambles. This thought made her feel oddly liberated and sneakily guilty, like when she used to come home after curfew and her parents hadn’t woken up, and she snuck in and got into bed without them being any the wiser. It was the same getting-away-with-things feeling. She crawled into bed, waking up the cats that hid from parties under the covers and stretched, luxuriously, diagonally. This was the best part of her bachelorette party, the chance to be single again, she decided, right before she went to bed.





1

You are Young and the World is Your Oyster


It is the end of the night, the end of the party and you are tired. There wasn’t much place to sit anyway, and by the time you got in, around eleven, ‘fashionably late’ (a phrase that always makes you think of late as a garment—deep purple with gold embellishments), there were no seats left, and you’ve spent the entire evening on your feet. Every now and then, like a flamingo, you raise one leg and twirl it around the other, but this is not helping any more, and your calves are calling out to be taken home and put to bed. You were lucky enough, however, to score a spot quite close to the old AC, which some conscientious friend of the host keeps turning off ‘because of the smoke’, but which, surreptitiously, you have been turning on again, with the heel of your shoe against the switch. At most Bombay house parties, you are required to take off your footwear at the beginning of the evening, but since you got there late, and there were already at least two sticky spillages on the floor, you had kept yours on.

The same AC Nazi has made loud remarks to someone in your earshot about how rude it is of some people not to respect the wishes of the person whose house it is and take off their shoes by the door. But you have pretended not to hear her, and the host is lovely, and he doesn’t care, and you know the only reason she does is because she wants to sleep with him anyway. You don’t particularly feel like being drawn into the play she’s trying to make you a part of, showcasing her talents front and centre, and casting you in a cameo as the inconsiderate Bandra socialite who tried to ruin everything by her negligent attitude to shoes and was given her comeuppance.

You are also having a hard time conveying the fact that you want to leave to the young man who has had you cornered for the last forty minutes. He’s talking about something quite earnestly, you tune in and out, you’re pretty sure he’s either talking about his dead dog or his ex-girlfriend. Either way, the point of the story is that he’s emotionally traumatized, and he wants your sympathy. You have a stock sympathy face that you pull out now, head slightly tilted, mouth in a straight line, ready to turn up or down as the occasion requires.

This is not helped by the fact that you’re in a state of gentle paranoia, you’re convinced the red wine you’ve been chugging all night has stained your teeth and your lips. Your teeth are an easy fix—you run your tongue over them, repeatedly, tasting the stale smoke and the cheap wine, but your lips, which you rub every ten seconds need to be examined in the mirror, and yet, to cut off the young man mid-flow seems somehow cruel, so you keep nodding, keep listening and, after a while, get annoyed with him for commandeering your attention for forty minutes, for fuck’s sake, does he think I have no one else to talk to? You let your attention obviously drift. There are reasons you are still at this party, for one, it is a particularly lame Saturday night, usually Bombay is a pincushion of options, just pick five at random and you’re set, but tonight, this is all there is. The host is an old acquaintance, you haven’t spent much time with him in a one-on-one situation, but you’ve both liked what you’ve seen of each other at other, similar dos, and you’re both hoping that this might grow into an actual friendship, where you meet for real and on purpose, and bond, and he’ll be your friend, and you’ll be his. And finally, some of the best things that have happened to you in this city have been after two in the morning, the bizarre things, the surreal things, the magical things, and since you’re not sleepy tired, just I’ve-been-on-my-feet-for-too-long tired, you’re okay hanging about as the floor clears and the collection of empties on the floor reveals itself.

‘Do you want to sit down?’ asks the young man, and you see the flash of hope in his eyes. Of course, in your own head, you’ve already made him into the subject of an email to your friend in London tomorrow; it’ll say: Random Dudes I Have Recently Met, and you’ll type in, ‘So this guy tries to pick me up with a story about his dead dog or ex-girlfriend and I had a hard time distinguishing which. What is with the guys in this city?’ This will make her laugh, she has been to some of these parties with you, so you don’t have to give context, but you like the thought of her in her coat and tights, imagining you in your summer dress and strappy shoes, and you like that you can make her laugh long distance. Your friendship was originally built on the two of you going to these parties together and laughing with your eyes at the people you met. Cruel, but it offered hours of amusement to the two of you, and what were a few twinkling eyes or hurt feelings when sacrificed on the altar of friendship? You do want to sit down, you think and so you smile at the man, whose name you have long forgotten.

It’s too late to ask him to remind you, because he has not only not forgotten yours, he’s doing that old How To Win Friends And Influence People trick of mentioning it in every second sentence. As you sit down on a slightly damp floor cushion, the young man tries to sneak in next to you, but you bend your knees so the space is all yours. You have to stop yourself from letting out a sigh of relief; so happy are your legs that they don’t have to work any more. It is the ‘So what do you do?’ section of this conversation, you’re willing to bet on it, and because your job is slightly interesting, you are forced to go into detail each time someone asks. Some days you wish you had a boring job, not because of what you do—you love what you do—but just so that you could have the kind of answer for these questions that makes people go all glassy-eyed and nodding-expression, after offering up a platitude like, ‘Oh, that’s so nice’.

With your current job, however, people want to know everything. Every little detail, from how you started to how long you’ve been in it, to have they seen you before? (Answers: you stumbled upon it as a post-college time-filler internship and stayed, about six years now, most likely.)

Then they bore into you and through you, they want to be you, for the five-minute conversation you have, and you have to play the part, look chirpy, toss your hair about, too bad you had it all chopped off just six weeks ago. Your boss was mad that you got the haircut, but then people began responding in a positive manner, and he got over it. You’re the best he has. You’re the best anyone has. You’re magic, and you’re young, and the world is your oyster, making you one helluva lucky pearl. At least, that’s what you believe, and you’ve never been one for too much false modesty. ‘What’s the point?’ you say, completely seriously to friends, when they mock you for your arrogance, ‘I know what I am’. This boy isn’t asking for humility—my God, what is his name?—he’s lapping it up, buying every glitter-laden blink you toss in his direction, your make-up tonight is meant to say ‘whimsical’, even though you think it says ‘over the top’.

Whimsy isn’t something you do very well, whimsy is for the ugly girls, or, okay, you’ll be kind, the average-looking ones. You’re not average-looking, you didn’t even have a gawky teenage phase. In fact, you were the teenage girl people think about when they say, ‘Ah, teenage girls!’ and look off into the middle distance. You were long-limbed and clear-skinned. Your smile was mocking, turning up at one corner. Your eyes were bright with intelligence and opportunity. And even though you hadn’t fully grown into your body yet, there was a coltish appeal that meant you usually got what you wanted. Now, you have a little more weight on you, which you could shed if you wanted to, but you kind of like the way it looks, rounding your stomach and weighing your breasts. It certainly hasn’t gotten any complaints.

‘So, what do you do?’ asks the boy. He’s leaned forward now, one hand resting on his knee, which is close to your knee. You’re on to him. You’ll begin talking and magically, like he hasn’t even noticed, the hand will shift from his leg to yours, almost by accident. You’ll shift, you usually shift in these situations, and he’ll do one of two things: persist in the your-knee-is-my-knee delusion, or say, ‘Oh, sorry’ and make an even bigger deal about it than it should be. He seems to be the oh-sorry type. Just to be safe, you change the way you’re sitting, from knees stretched out, to cross-legged, which is a slightly hard manoeuvre because of your heels, but you manage. You smile at him now, all prepared. ‘I’m a weather girl,’ you say, and wait.
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Fool Me Once


Akshara snuck into the kitchen and looked around her furtively. Reassured that there was no one within eyeshot, she lifted herself up on her toes to retrieve the half-bottle of vodka she had stashed behind the rice jar in the top cabinet. It was an in-case-of-emergency stash, and that night was definitely turning into an emergency. Dropping back on the balls of her feet, she stepped on something sticky that made her cringe, but she just reached for a wad of dirty tissues, wiped off her feet, trying not to think about it, and stood there, resting against the kitchen counter, clutching the vodka to her chest. This was not the way the night was supposed to turn out. For this, she had bought a new dress, a perfect new dress that spelt sexy! And casual! And all in the same frothy breath. She glanced down at her dress. From the angle she was standing at, she could see both down it and the stain that seemed to have appeared around the waist. Perfect.

In her head, this had gone differently. In her head, Mo had first done that movie thing, you know, when you enter a room in a new dress and the guy you like stops still for a moment, unable to say anything, as you rotate in front of him, smiling shyly and then he just whispers, ‘Wow’. Wow-whisper. All she wanted. Instead, Mo hadn’t even been the one to open the door, someone else had, and when she had finally spotted him, he had smiled and nodded at her, and kept talking to the group of people he was with. Not to be deterred, she had gone up to him, maybe he hadn’t noticed the way she looked, but he hadn’t even looked up until she, tired of lingering at the corner of the group had said, ‘Hi’ softly, and he had introduced her.

Looking around at the group of people he was with, all very good-looking, especially this one girl with a pixie hairdo and a way of looking at Akshara from the corners of her eyes like she knew what was going on in her head. She should’ve known then. There wasn’t going to be a wow-whisper. There wasn’t even going to be a slow clap or a passionate doorway speech.

‘In the movie of my life,’ she said out loud, in the silence of the kitchen, because she had just thought of it and it sounded like the time to say something dramatic, ‘I am the sidekick.’ This made her smile, drama always did, and still smiling, still pretending like someone was holding up a camera for her slow reaction shot, she poured the vodka into a plastic glass and did it like a shot.

‘What’s that, Aksh?’ Mo was in the kitchen, he looked quite drunk and amused by her. ‘Hey, vodka! Clever girl.’ He was now taking the vodka from her and pouring it into the same glass. ‘I probably shouldn’t be drinking any more, no?’ Akshara felt her body uncurling like it always did around him. She thought of her soul, at that moment her soul was like a sunflower, and it was turned towards him. He made her so happy, even when she was unhappy. ‘I would give up anything,’ she thought, fiercely, ‘if I could be in this kitchen with him forever.’


‘Whatcha thinking about there, serious face?’ Mo’s voice was teasing and Akshara, filled with love, said, ‘Oh, just taking a break, kicking back, you know.’

It wouldn’t do to be too eager around him. How many times had Mo complained that girls were too eager? Actually, not that many times. She loved him, but she knew that his charm was only apparent once you got to know him. He was an ordinary-looking man, slightly balding, a bit on the short side, kind of skinny and not even a snazzy dresser. He usually wore a T-shirt and jeans, and tonight, he was in a blue one, just plain blue, no writing on it, and khaki shorts. She wanted to put her hand inside his T-shirt, inside his shorts. She wanted to ball up the fabric as he pressed her against the kitchen counter, his stubble brushing her neck, sending sweet shoots of ticklish pleasure down to her core.

Something about this must have flashed for a second in her eyes, because he said, ‘What?’ and she shook her head rapidly to get rid of the thought and said, ‘What?’ and he said, ‘You got a really weird look on your face there for a second’ and she said, ‘Probably just the vodka’ and he said, ‘Aksh?’ and she said, ‘Yeah?’ and just like she imagined, he fit himself into the space between her legs and raised her face and she went on her toes again, even though she didn’t really need to, arched her back, and he had his fingers in her hair and was smiling at her and just barely brushed his lips to hers and she, wanting this so much, grabbed the back of his neck and pulled his mouth to hers. Through her dress, she could feel a heart beating. She didn’t know whether it was hers or his.

It was slightly awkward kissing, the only thought in her head was ‘Oh my God, I am kissing Mo. I am kissing Mo!’ She didn’t know whether the liquid filling her up, making her panties damp, coursing through her veins was because he was actually kissing her, actually right now, in real life, or because she had imagined it so often. In any of her favourite movies, this would be where the scene would end, with them in the kitchen, mouth against mouth, her hands on his back, his hands in her hair, pulling her closer, but ow! Her hair got caught in his watch strap, and really, the way he moved his tongue wasn’t ideal: he kept shifting his mouth position, just as she got used to one! But she was kissing Mo, and she wanted more, she wanted to be naked, moving against him. She wanted him to undo her dress and watch her step out of it. She wanted to tug at his T-shirt, pull it off over his head and feel his skin against hers.

‘Ahem.’ The voice actually said, ‘ahem’, like it was a word and not just a throat clearing. Akshara felt herself being pushed backwards, almost like Mo was ridding himself of her, and there was the pixie haircut girl, standing in the doorway, smiling that odd lopsided smile she had, at both of them.

‘Sorry to interrupt, Mo, I was just leaving.’

She didn’t look sorry, Akshara thought sourly, wiping off her mouth with the back of her hand. Mo did kiss sloppily, but maybe that was just his drunkenness.

‘You weren’t interrupting.’ Mo’s smile was unhurried, and casually, but carefully, he stepped away from Akshara and the kitchen counter, and walked to the door. ‘Shayna, you’ve met Akshara, right?’ he said, putting his hand on the small of Pixie Girl’s back.

‘Yes, we met earlier … at Amisha’s bachelorette party I think?’ Oh yes, that’s how she knew her, even though she had forgotten her name. Akshara watched as the two of them exited. She felt her chin tremble, always her giveaway for tears. Mo was drunk. That’s all it had been. Drunk Mo hitting on her because she had looked desperate. And because she loved him and she wanted him and he knew that.


‘No! Mo, go to bed!’ Shayna’s voice travelled to where Akshara was in the kitchen and she heard angry footsteps. She quickly brushed away the tears. My face is moist with his kisses and my tears, she thought, and then, equally blankly, I must remember to write that down. Shayna was standing at the kitchen door, shoving Mo in front of her. She was a tall girl, even without heels, and in them, she towered over Mo.

‘Go. To. Bed.’

‘Okay, okay,’ Mo held up his hands, like he was completely sober and Shayna was insane. He caught Akshara’s eye and did a slow shake of his head, like can you believe this girl? But Akshara looked away. She didn’t much feel like being his co-conspirator that night. Sam, the young American who had been in the living room talking to Shayna last time Akshara had checked, came out as well.

‘What’s going on?’ he called out in the corridor, and when no one answered, he asked again.

‘Nothing man, Shayna’s a little drunk, that’s all.’ Mo spoke sulkily, Akshara realized something, and then the same realization led to the other that this was because he had been denied what he had really been wanting the whole evening—Shayna. I am such an idiot. Her chin began to tremble again and she carefully screwed the cap back on to the vodka, began to collect paper cups, anything so that the next sentence she spoke wouldn’t be all blurry with weeping.

‘You’re an idiot, Mo,’ Shayna said, with contempt, ‘I’m going home. Hey!’ This to Akshara, who was still gathering paper cups, putting them carefully one inside another, ‘Your dude just tried to kiss me by the door. After he was just kissing you. I thought you’d like to know. I would.’

Mo groaned, said, ‘Aksh, don’t listen to her.’ But Akshara placed her paper cup tower by the sink and walked to the door. ‘He is not my dude,’ she said, swishing past Mo and Sam and Shayna, just swishing past, like a perfect movie heroine, bag swinging. There was a moment where she had to stop by the door and put on her shoes, but everyone was still watching her, and she tried to do it as cinematically as possible, resting her hand on the wall for support in an artistic fashion. Finally, shoes on, she turned to face them all. ‘I bid you a good night.’ What was that! She asked herself and in a complete panic, opened the door, rushed outside and slammed it shut behind her.

The night air was surprisingly cool and friendly, and she pressed hard on the lift button, trying to make it come up to the fifth floor as fast as it could. Finally, creakily, it came, with a sleepy lift operator inside it, who opened the metal gate for her, without looking up, and she slammed shut the doors with great satisfaction.

‘Wait, I’m coming down too.’ Oh great, it was Shayna. Witness to her humiliation. Akshara crossed her arms across her chest and stared mutinously at the walls. The lift capacity, she discovered, was 450 kilograms. So, she mused, if everyone weighed 45 kilos and there were ten of us, and a puppy, we’d all go hurtling to our deaths.

Shayna was in the lift now, waving. ‘Goodnight!’ she called out and then turned to Akshara, ‘I bid you a good night? What was that all about? Were you trying to be Shakespeare?’

She doesn’t know me, why is she talking to me like she knows me? ‘I don’t know,’ said Akshara. ‘It just came out before I could think of anything else.’

She waited for Shayna to laugh, but Shayna just looked thoughtful. ‘You were too nice to him,’ she said. ‘Running around telling people to take their shoes off, turning off the AC, you were doing all the shit jobs for him.’


‘I love him,’ said Akshara, simply. ‘You do nice things for people you love.’ They reached the bottom floor and rattled the doors open.

‘What do I know?’ said Shayna, grinning. ‘I’m of the school of thought that advocates making them want you by not being nice to them.’

‘Maybe that’s why Mo likes you,’ said Akshara. She wasn’t looking for sympathy, just stating a fact. Mo liked Shayna. That was it. Whatever had happened between her and Mo was already becoming surreal in her mind. It was just one of those things that you do sometimes and never speak about again.

‘Listen,’ said Shayna, as they reached the gate. ‘You really want to sleep with him? Go upstairs right now and I guarantee you will. The thing is, tomorrow morning, he isn’t going to be madly in love with you. No matter how nice you are, or how many times you fuck him. If you want to take that chance, and get it out of your system anyway, go ahead.’ She had glitter on her eyelids, Akshara realized, purple and gold mixed, swooping out like wings on to her browbone, a little stick-on silver star in the corner of each eye. Just like a fairy godmother would look. ‘Well?’ Shayna stood with her hip cocked out, one hand on her waist.

‘I want to get it out of my system,’ Akshara said, miserably. Shayna regarded her for a couple of seconds, and then reached into her tiny gold bag.

‘Wait, give me your number,’ Shayna said, and when Akshara did, she dialled it and hung up. ‘That’s my number. Call me in the morning when you regret it.’

Akshara smiled for the first time. ‘I probably shouldn’t be doing this,’ she said.

‘Probably-schmobably. You’ll do it anyway, if not tonight, another night. May as well get it over with. Plus, you have me to hang with in the morning.’ Shayna wrinkled her nose in goodbye, smiled her lopsided smile and swished off.

Akshara didn’t blame Mo for wanting her. She kind of wanted her herself.

Wiping her sweaty palms off on her dress, she made her way back to the lift and back up five flights to get what she wanted. She felt more powerful than she had in weeks. If he is going to kiss me and dump me anyway, we may as well go a little bit further.
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Getting Away from It All


I was standing in the middle of my room surveying the mess of clothes on the floor and my almost-empty suitcase. Some people might have thought of this as a lack of organizational skills on my part, but I saw it as a system. Pile One was for tops and it lay by the bookshelf I had made myself. It had just needed some bricks and planks. It had all kinds of tops, from something you might need to travel in, to something to wear to a slightly fancy nightclub, to filmy beach tops, my personal favourite, that looked like they had no function except to look pretty, which is the way you want to look on a beach.

Pile Two, by the cupboard they were meant to be in, if you believe in conventions, was dresses. Again, an assortment of things, lycra, cotton, wool—how had wool gotten in here?—and short, long, knee-length. Pile Three was underwear; you don’t need a description of that, do you? But, I had divided those into things that are comfortable—boy shorts, cotton briefs, and things that aren’t—thongs and lace mostly, but look good and porn star like once you put them on.

Most of these things were meant to be in my suitcase, not around it, if I wanted to catch the train in less than half an hour, but then, I was still being cautious, still pretending almost, like I didn’t have to go. Which was kind of true … technically. I didn’t have to go. I hadn’t made the booking. I didn’t even have a ticket. But today was the day I had circled with a purple glitter pen, okay, okay, I had drawn a heart. It was three weeks since I made my decision, and back then, I had just picked a random date, somewhere close enough that I could look forward to it, and far enough away that I didn’t have to deal with it immediately. But immediately was right now, today was the day, and in order to keep the promise I had made to myself, it was high time I put everything on my floor into my suitcase and lugged it to the station. No flights for me. I was already severely broke from a holiday I had taken earlier that year, broke and broken, if you want to know the entire truth. In fact, I had been less in my flat and more out of it over the past three months. But the last vacation, the big vacation, had been the one that was forcing me to take this one, and before that I had been travelling on work, which I had since taken a leave of absence from. Or, been made to take a leave of absence from.

They liked me at my job, in a small graphics design company. The boss and I had gone drinking together many times. He was my friend, but that’s why they didn’t out and out fire me. ‘We’re looking to hire more people anyway,’ said the boss’s partner and his girlfriend, ‘so, your job will still be around when you get back. It’s just, you don’t seem quite committed to it at the moment.’

It’s true. I wasn’t.

I hadn’t been committed to it for some time. Even though I liked what I did, it wasn’t what I’d studied art for. I always thought I’d be a famous painter or an animator or something, but I liked making logos and websites and seeing things come together. It was a nice job, and they were nice people. Having been pretty much commanded to leave, however, I had come marching home, taken up my calendar and made my ‘purple heart’ date. ‘There are no handouts in life,’ I had proclaimed to my (very nice, very patient) flatmate, Akshara. ‘I have to make my own destiny, change my own life.’

I heard the front door click and slam, and Akshara calling out a hello. ‘Are you still here, Ladli?’ She stood at my bedroom door, surveying the mess. ‘I thought you were leaving tonight.’

‘I am leaving tonight,’ I said, beginning to stuff things into my suitcase. Having a witness there suddenly made me want to do it. It made it more real. I was really leaving. I waited for her to ask me a million questions about whether I was sure this was what I wanted to do, how I had to give her all my details as soon as I found a hotel and so on, but she just stood there, by the door, staring into space. Weird. I just packed around her, and I was done quite quickly. I’ve never been a lazy packer. I’m of the attitude that whatever I don’t pack can just as easily be bought wherever I go. ‘Well,’ I said, standing up, pulling the suitcase into an upright position, ‘I’m off.’

She shook her head, as if to clear it and looked at me with the loving worry I had been expecting earlier. ‘When will you be back?’ she asked. I had been longing for someone to ask me this. I shrugged, like I had practised mentally, for ages, and said, ‘Dunno.’

I had expected her to make a bigger deal about this, to tell you the truth, I’d thought she’d be all like, ‘You don’t know? How can you not know?’ But she was cool, she just smiled at me and said, ‘Be safe, and have a good time.’ Did we hug now? I wasn’t sure. We didn’t hug a lot, or at all. I sort of leaned forward, and she seemed as unsure as I was, and patted me on the back, and I gave her a little squeeze. Akshara wasn’t someone I would pick for my grand send-off, but all my friends were, well, not there at the moment.

I had been planning to be very awesome and economical and backpacker-y about the whole thing and take a local train to the station, but at the last minute, I thought, ‘What’s one last extravagance?’ and hailed a taxi instead. My last Bombay taxi for ages, I thought, getting quite sentimental about the whole thing, stroking the velvet seats and gazing out of the peeling tinted windows that only rolled down halfway. Once we got to the station, I even tipped the guy, which made him think I was both an idiot and a foreigner, so he pocketed my extra cash, helped me with my suitcase and saw me off with a scornful look.

My plan was to hop into one of the unreserved compartments, this was the way I was doing this trip, all very spur-of-the-moment! With the wind whipping through my hair, and not a clue to where I was headed, I was going to do a whole ‘Song Of The Open Road’ thing. I had a journal, which I planned to fill with my ‘cool, travelling by the seat of my pants insights’, but all I kept thinking of as I made my way down the platform, wheeling my suitcase behind me, was how this was going to sound in a story that I would tell at a cocktail party upon my return. My second thought, though, as I pushed my way into the very crowded compartment, was that no true-blue seat-of-their-pants traveller would ever travel with a strolley bag.

I managed to get a seat by the window after some haggling with an old woman and her very large extended family who had filled up the compartment. I threw myself upon their mercy, played my I’m-A-Single-Woman-Travelling-Alone card and injected just the right amount of pathetic into my expression. Pretty soon, I was being beta-ed and told to sit wherever I liked, which happened to be the window. I pulled out my fully charged iPod, ignored the two goggle-eyed toddlers sitting across me, and prepared to have a melancholic journey (like someone in a music video) as I gazed at Bombay drifting away. There wasn’t enough space for us all to sleep, so the old lady, spooning a toddler, slept on the lower berth on which I was sitting and everyone else farmed themselves out. I stayed upright, squeezed into my corner, with soft music in my ears, watching the shapes in the dark as they moved past me.

What had I done wrong? I had thought I was playing by the book. I thought if you knew someone, they knew you. I thought the fact that I was me meant something to him. I thought that the fact that he held my hand in a particular way—cupping it instead of linking my fingers with his, meant something to him. And I thought I was done being this unhappy. How many times? Over and over and over I went over the same old story, maybe the break-ups varied a little bit, but ultimately, the story ended the same way. With me here, sleepless, unable to soothe the knot in my stomach, and him far away and probably enjoying himself now he no longer had me to deal with.

By about four in the morning, I managed to doze off a little, and woke up at five to find my head in the old lady’s lap. She was sitting up now, gazing out of the window, and stroking my hair, and it made me want to cry, even if it was absent-minded stroking, the kind she would do for any young person, whose head she happened to find on her lap. I blinked up at her and she looked down at me. ‘Sleep, sleep,’ she said in Hindi, ‘it’s okay, you’ve been awake all night.’ I shook my head shyly, and sat up, rubbing the last of the sleep from my eyes. She cupped my face then, her palms were thin and rough; I could feel the fragility of her bones. ‘Let it go,’ she said, her blurry eyes fixed on mine, and I wanted to, oh, I wanted to! I wanted to weep into her soft lap that smelt of detergent and train, but I don’t tell my problems to strangers. I don’t tell my problems even to friends, so I smiled tightly and moved away so she thought I didn’t want to speak to her or anyone, when really it was the exact opposite and I wanted to tell her how grateful I was to her for being so kind. Before I could make any gesture, her family woke up, and then I was in my corner again, my playlist feeling like a red-wine-mouth in the morning. And before I knew it, we were pulling into Thivim, my stop, and I had to once more pull out my very impractical suitcase. I made my way out and turned to face them, raising one hand in thanks, but no one, except the toddlers, was looking at me. I waved at the little ones and they drooled at me. As I stepped off, I smelt the salty, humid air. My adventure was about to begin.




I tried to have sex with him, when I thought he was slipping away. We hadn’t had sex for what? Three months? And when the sex stops like that, especially when you’ve only been dating for a year, you know something’s up. It’s not like we were constantly at each other, we weren’t complete horndogs, or rabbits or whichever animal you think has a lot of sex. But we used to enjoy each other’s bodies, we liked the sex, and we did it often. It was never three times a day, but it was daily. Then it became a couple of times a week, then once a week, and before we knew it, it happened right after my period, once a month, and then nothing. I thought men needed more sex than women, which made me a little embarrassed about how much I wanted it. I was convinced I was a nymphomaniac or something, because I’d make a move and he’d move away or deflect with like a kiss on my forehead or something, and then I’d be lying in bed, wondering why was I so horny and so turned on and so wanting him and he wasn’t. I’d listen to my female friends talk about how they made excuses to get out of sex, and everyone would laugh, ha-ha, the great secret of the sexes, how we had to endure it, and I’d be sitting there, laughing with the rest of them, but still wondering at the back of my head: What is wrong with me?

To inspire him, I started doing things I thought he’d like, attempting to give him a random blow job while we were watching TV for instance, but then, he’d seem into it for five minutes, and then his penis would soften in my mouth and he’d push me away gently. ‘I’m just tired’ or ‘I’m stressed with work’ became a regular thing. Once I remember, during those three months, he reached for me, and I held my breath, even though I had a low, pounding headache and wasn’t, for once, in the mood. I waited while he touched me, perfunctorily, and then, after about five minutes of that, swung himself on top of me, and in about five more minutes, that was over too. He kissed my shoulder, in apology or acknowledgement, I’m not sure which, and then I waited for his breathing to get back to normal, but I guess I waited too long, because soon he was asleep. We didn’t talk through the whole episode. That was the last time he initiated it. I don’t know what I could have done differently.

About a month ago, I bought some sexy lingerie, feeling like one of those middle-aged women trying to revive her husband’s interest in her, and here we were in our twenties! It would have been funny if it were happening to anyone else. On a Saturday night, when we were back at his house, after a long night of drinking, but not too many drinks—I had watched him, so he couldn’t have that excuse! I changed into what the salesgirl called a ‘teddy’, only there was nothing cute and furry about it. In fact, it was a rather intimidating garment, all black and lace and wired, and maybe that was my mistake? Once I put it on though, I felt gorgeous and attractive and if he turns me down in this, he’s got to be gay. And since it had been proven to me a number of times that he wasn’t, actually, gay, I saw no problem with my plan. I went outside, lit some candles in the bedroom, old ones that I had, and called out to where he was checking e-mail. He gave me a two minutes’ gesture and I remembered that some of my online reading had said men like women to take charge in the bedroom, which went completely against my usual way of seduction—completely passive—but I was getting desperate.

I went up to him, took his phone from his hands and placed my breasts at eye level. He looked at them, ran his hands up my satin-covered body for a second and then looked at me. ‘What are you doing?’ he asked, but not in a ‘what-are-you-doing’ sense, more in an affectionate way, and I smiled and said, ‘What does it look like I’m doing?’ and bent down and kissed him hard and he stood up and I could feel him unfurling, responding, until he moved me away and said, ‘You know, when you put so much pressure on me, I really don’t feel like having sex.’

And that was that.

I fell asleep in my lace–satin cage and woke up with the corset holes forming little circular patterns on my body, while he was stretched out, a foot away, sleeping like he had no problems in the entire world. He woke up, smiled at me, and patted my arm. Patted my arm. I resigned myself to a life without sex, because I loved him, and sex wasn’t, isn’t, everything. Besides, as a woman, it shouldn’t be that important to me anyway.





A couple of foreigners stood by the prepaid booth asking for the price of a taxi to Anjuna beach, which is where I was heading to as well. I was relying on people being nice to me as part of my master travel plan. It wasn’t a great plan, I agree, but in my head I argued that it would be an interesting social experiment. Besides, not to be arrogant or anything, I’m young, I’m not unattractive, it’s not so hard for people to be nice to me. I’ve been told I usually have a helpless look on my face, which makes people, all sorts, not just men, want to fight my battles. It’s the lazy way out, but in this big, bad world you have to capitalize on whatever skills you’ve got. It’s not really my fault, it’s the way I was raised. Take my name for example. Ladli literally means ‘darling’, and is the name your parents give you as a baby when your ‘real’ name is considered too big and adult for an infant. It’s what your grandmother coos to you. It’s like being named ‘dear’, and having people call out ‘Dear!’ each time they want you, even if you’re at the principal’s office in school, and she’s ticking you off for something, but saying ‘darling’ before every sentence. It’s weird! It’s confusing! It makes you think the whole world wants to pamper and cosset you and you have an unreasonable sense of entitlement, and oh yes, I blame my parents for everything.
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The Flat with the Frog Bidet


If you had told her, this time, two years ago, that she’d be getting married within the next year, would meet the love of her life, she would’ve told you that you had been watching too many romantic movies. Marriage, Amisha had decided long ago, was not for a certain kind of woman. The kind of woman she ‘used to be’—such a glorious phrase! Used to be—the one in the centre of the only serious conversation at a party. She’d be the one holding forth, on, oh, economic policy or something, with a couple of men around her, long-married men, who liked to debate at cocktail parties like these, before turning around to find their wives by their sides. And the wives would be there, clutching their bags, ‘Sweetie, shall we go home now?’ and it would be Amisha, and maybe one sad old bachelor who usually overstayed his welcome. She’d find herself in a situation where the sad old bachelor, another kind of SOB entirely than the ones she usually liked, would size her up, assume that she was more desperate than he was, and attempt to make a move. Without fail, these men were more confident in their chances than she ever was. Occasionally, there’d be a handsome man at these things, very rarely, because it seemed like the older she got, the less her friends tried to fix her up, giving her up as a hopeless cause, or even worse, as someone who’d be satisfied with the loneliest of their sad old bachelors.

The handsome man would often be new to the city, and would drift towards her corner filled with scintillating conversation (her friends liked to invite her over because she made them all look smarter, in the way that people with good conversation often can). Having spotted the handsome man, her voice would rise, her repartee would get repartee-er, every bit of what she said would lurk and unfold in his direction, like the old-timey cartoons, her voice beckoning, trying to get him in, get him towards her. But inevitably, even if he did drift towards her knot of people, she’d be tongue-tied in a matter of moments, all interesting conversation would shatter like glass around her feet. Or worse, she’d be collared by the worst kind of long-married man, the one who is so confident that every word he utters is pure gold. He will not shut up, he will tell you everything he has noticed about everything since the world began. She blamed the wives of these married men—a few well-timed snubs could have kept them in their place. By this time, the handsome man would have lost interest, or started talking to someone else, and by the end of the evening, one of the other single women in the place—oh, her friends were loaded with single women—would be fluttering long eyelashes at him. He would be charmed. And there she would be, standing with the SOB, while her hosts gave her smiles and thumbs ups.

Amisha’s eyes tracked Derek as he walked through the restaurant to meet her. This was their favourite meeting spot, a little coffee shop off the hustle and bustle of south Bombay, not a special occasion place, but a place where plans were made. This was where they made lists of things to do, guest lists for their wedding, met between meetings, snuck a quick coffee during their early dating days, before he went back to his finance job and she to her newspaper office.

Today, their meeting was about the realtor who had been setting up houses for them to rent in Bandra. They had seen about ten over the last few days, but hadn’t had a chance to discuss them, and this would be their debrief, as Derek referred to it. She loved how structured he was, how methodical, she knew he had been taking photos and making notes on his tablet as they house browsed, and he’d have them all in order to go over with her today. She felt lucky, lucky and blessed, as she called to the waiter to bring their French press, the usual brew, and the biscotti.

The nice thing about being with someone who wasn’t from your country was learning all these new things. She had never really liked coffee much, but then Derek had pointed out to her that she was drinking awful stuff, and had gradually, without being patronizing at all, introduced her to different kinds of beans and flavours. And now she owned three coffee machines: a drip, a press and a cappuccino maker, which was an early wedding gift she had bought for Derek. When he was out of town, however, she had liked to drink tea, in bed, with their cats piled up next to her and a movie on her laptop. She also liked to make pickle toast, something she was shy about eating around people, but when she was alone, she fried the bread with great gusto, loaded up the pickle and had crumbs all over her face. You had to give up some of your slobbishness when you lived with someone else.

Derek was so fastidious even at home; left to herself on weekends, she didn’t bathe all day, but he’d get out of bed, put the coffee on and go for a shower immediately. She would put it off by lying in bed longer than he did. Luckily she had a job that let her do that, but then it meant not seeing him at all till very late at night, so she learned to like 7 a.m., and made the coffee for him while he went in for a shower. Unlike Derek, she liked to wake up slowly in the morning, let her eyelids open, blink for a little while to gather her thoughts, while he was all go-go-go from the moment he opened his eyes with a snap and first reached over for his cell phone.

‘Meesh.’ His own private, peculiar nickname. She smiled happily at him as he bent down to kiss her cheek. Even though it was a particularly warm day, she wasn’t raising her arms because she was sure she had damp sweat circles. He looked groomed and posh and immaculate. This is really me, she thought, clocking the envious eyes of the two single girls in the corner. At least, she assumed they were envious. Who wouldn’t be? He was so handsome and so nice and so smart in his suit and tie, obviously someone who Went Places and Did Things.

‘Ah, great, the coffee’s here. I could really use it.’ He poured her a cup first, without her having to ask for it and passed it over. The first time they had had coffee together, she was about to add milk and sugar, but he had said, ‘Can you imagine that I met someone last week who added milk to this coffee? It would be like adding Coke to your wine!’ Amisha’s hand had paused halfway to the milk jug and she had laughed traitorously and said, ‘I know! Some people …’ And she had never added milk and sugar to her coffee again, unless she ordered a cappuccino, which she often did.

She learned, too, to offer her friends the same black brew and raise her eyebrows at them when they asked for milk and sugar and explain kindly to them that that wasn’t the way this particular coffee was drunk, but if they wanted it (accompanied by a shrug) she’d go get the stuff now. Not many did, after that, except her friend Meera, who turned up her nose and said, ‘I don’t know how you can drink black coffee, it’s so bitter!’ And Derek, who had been there, had laughed and gotten up to get her the milk, but then he had sat on the arm of the chair Amisha was in and cupped the back of her neck, and she had glowed in that gesture.

It was so them-against-the-world! Even though, okay, the world wasn’t really against them, she liked that they were a team. Amisha and Derek. If they were celebrities, they’d be Amrek or Derisha. She had told Meera that also, and Meera had rolled her eyes and said, ‘Why don’t you just call your kids that and get it over with?’ Amisha had thought that was a great idea, except later, alone, she wondered if Meera had been mocking her.

Once, she used to be more aware when someone was being less than sincere, but now, with her Derek armour up and all around her, she had grown oblivious to other people’s meanings and tones. What did she need them for, anyway? She had grown spoilt on the honesty and forthrightness of her relationship—little things like not mentioning you were a fan of milky coffee didn’t count. If he asked her a question, she always answered honestly. Ish. He, on the other hand, never toned it down, something which she liked about him and something which made her not ask him too many questions when she didn’t feel equipped to hear the answer. Anything from ‘Where should we live?’ to ‘What do you think of this dress?’ met with the same serious consideration and the same well-thought-out answer. It was because he wasn’t afraid to lose her that he told her everything that was on his mind; and because she was too afraid that all this was illusory, that it would pass, that she’d wake up and find her life unchanged from two years ago, that she sometimes hid her whole truths.


The two of them went through his compiled house listings, Derek stating the pros and cons as he went down the list and Amisha agreed with what he said. Only once did she pause, when he was swiping through an album and she spotted the bathroom that she had loved, with a stone bidet shaped like a frog. It also had an adorable balcony, she remembered, two of them, circular with that old stone work she liked so much, and awnings they could pull down during the monsoon. Most balconies in Bombay had sliding glass windows, if they existed at all, a balcony was a rare sight—they were almost always made into another room. This apartment, however, had been built by a man with a taste for the frivolous as opposed to the need to pack everything in, hence the bidet and the completely useless-as-bedrooms balconies. Also, completely useless was the little anteroom where the cupboard space was, with a built-in mirror and a stool you could pull out to sit in front of it. A real dressing room, but they wouldn’t have a study and a guest bedroom then. She had loved that apartment. ‘I want this one,’ she told Derek, making him stop at a close-up of the balcony. She could put a circular table there, when the weather was good, a wrought iron table and two chairs, painted white, which would distress naturally in the sun. They’d sit there on pleasant Sundays, drinking Bloody Marys or white wine, and reading. People would come over and admire them from a distance.

‘It’s impractical,’ said Derek. ‘There’s only a tiny second bedroom and no space for a study.’

‘We don’t need a study and a guest bedroom,’ said Amisha. ‘We’re not going to have that many house guests, surely?’

‘Meesh,’ he looked at her, indulgently but firmly, ‘we can’t put a desk and a bed in there.’

‘Who needs a bed?’ She was beginning to see them so clearly in that house. A house made for newly married couples. ‘We’ll have a spare mattress and we’ll put them on it when they come. A spare mattress can fit under our bed.’

The kitchen was lovely as well, she remembered. There was an island counter in the middle, taking up more valuable space, but fitted with long stools, so you could have an informal meal right there. It opened into the hall, so it enjoyed the benefit of that split AC. The shelves were haphazard and random, painted bright primary colours and all open, so you could arrange your jars against the blue and the red aesthetically. A picture: Derek reaching up to the green shelf for the rice and she, stirring something over the stove, she wasn’t sure what, but it smelt delicious. He kissed her forehead and set the counter with bright red plates and floral patterned napkins folded around their silverware. Laughing, they ate, and she said something brilliant and witty and he looked, just for a second, like he was as lucky to have her as she was to have him.

‘The only good investments ever,’ her father had told her once, when she had been in college, bored to be at the dining table with him when he was clearly about to launch into one of his ‘future’ talks, ‘are gold and real estate. Stocks, never. That’s like gambling. And this new-found craze for buying art is just ridiculous. If the markets ever crash, no one will want to buy a pretty picture, but they will want your house or your jewellery.’ Her father always talked like that, like the world was going to end, or they were going to fall into ruin, and it would be up to her (she imagined herself in this scenario dressed in a sari, for some reason, even though she never wore saris, and with her hair in careful disarray) to save the family. Her family. Inside the house, which her father spoke about as an investment, and which she pictured as a grey, once-beautiful bungalow, would be her three children. Her husband would have been killed by whatever disaster was causing people in the horizon to walk with all their belongings on their back. Something like a mix of the Partition and the Apocalypse. And pretty and spunky Amisha would be pleading with the man with the banknotes to buy her house and her gold so that she and her children could escape too.

Even then, even in her fantasies, she had assumed the role of a single woman. After all that, Amisha had never bought a house, though her parents owned theirs—a nice flat in a nice neighbourhood in Delhi, and her father still had conversations with her across the same dining table about investing her money.

‘Rent!’ he was wont to say, waving a fruit spoon. ‘Rent is like throwing away money! Do you have enough money to just throw it away?’ But in Bombay, unless you were very very rich, you couldn’t own a nice flat in a nice neighbourhood, or at least, her idea of a nice neighbourhood. The far-off suburbs of Bombay were probably just as nice as the ones closer south, but to actually live there, you’d need to agree to not have a social life at all.

There were advantages to the way her parents ran their lives though. Her room for one was the same room she’d had at ten, at seventeen, at twenty-three. It hadn’t had a makeover since she was fifteen, however, so the walls still had the posters, dog-eared at the corners, and the bulletin board with photos of friends she hadn’t seen in years, still hung jauntily, with a couple of notes from friends. There was even her collection of stuffed animals in there somewhere, thankfully no longer on the bed as they used to be, but stuffed into a trunk and shoved under it instead. Her parents’ furniture was mostly the same too, nothing thrown out, only a few things added in. They had more things than they had house, as a matter of fact. The house was as familiar as her parents, as comfortable as the old jeans she left there, as satiating as the favourite childhood meal her mother would make in her honour when she visited, and they’d eat it around the table on which she’d once hit her head when she was three.

Her parents had bought the house shortly after they’d got married, but it hadn’t been ready till she was about two, so they didn’t have any newlywed memories in it. But if Derek and she owned a house, they’d be lovers all over it, and then new parents, and then, she imagined a teenage boy, sitting at the kitchen island, eating his cereal, but wait, there’d be no second bedroom in that house so how would they put in the space for the teenage boy? Their son? Quickly, her fantasy began to run through the practicalities of it all, till she got it. The upstairs neighbour would let them buy his flat and they would have this one as well, and so, they would have a duplex. Enough space for their son and their little girl, who appeared suddenly, shyly, into this dream, seeming about eleven, and curled up on the couch reading a book. They’d be tall like Derek, and good-looking like most interracial kids are, golden-skinned and the best of both cultures on their faces.

‘You’re not paying attention, are you?’ asked Derek. His eyebrow was raised at her, but he was smiling. This wasn’t the first time Amisha had gone into a daydream about their future right in front of him, but usually it was when they were both silent, with him reading or on the computer or something, and her pausing in what she was doing and gazing at him, the perfection of his eyebrows, the cleft in his chin. Sometimes he looked up, as if drawn by her scrutiny, but usually, he seemed oblivious to her spinning her dreams. This time, he just patted her arm, and said, ‘Focus. I know it’s boring, but we have to make a decision by the end of this week.’ He flipped over to the next set of photos of a large, ordinary three-bedroom house. There was nothing wrong with it, except it wasn’t her house.

‘I have made a decision,’ she said.

‘We discussed it, we know that house is impractical,’ said Derek—with a slight touch of annoyance.

She didn’t know where this well of stubbornness within her had been hiding all this while. She was usually pretty tractable, but now, she felt like if she didn’t get this, if she didn’t get this house, she would always regret it. ‘I want this house.’

‘Guests sleeping on a spare mattress is just tacky,’ said Derek, his eyebrows funnelling together.

‘Then we won’t have a study. We both have offices, why do we need a study? If you have to work from home, work at the dining table.’

‘Oh, that’ll be really comfortable,’ he shot back.

She was losing him, she had never opposed him before, she was losing him, and she couldn’t say why it was so important, but she had to win this argument. She had to win. ‘Look,’ she said, tiredly, already anticipating her loss, ‘it has a frog bidet. Isn’t that adorable?’

He was anticipating her loss as well, which is why he leaned across and stroked her face. ‘We can live without a frog bidet,’ he said, ‘but I’m not sure I can live with working at the dining table.’

He flicked through the photos on his tablet again, stopping at one to show her. ‘This one has nice built-in shelves by the bedside. Isn’t that nice? We can read in bed, you can put your creams in there, or something.’

She gave it a cursory look and nodded.

‘You’re tired,’ he got up, gestured for the bill and put the photos away. ‘Let’s sleep on it, and we’ll get the best possible house. Nothing that you won’t fall in love with, sooner or later. I promise. Like me.’ Here, he winked, kissed her on the cheek and went back to work.

When Derek and she had met, it had been not at one of those parties where she was eventually all alone by the end of the evening, but at a café. Her favourite place in the city to get a meal when she didn’t feel like she needed company. The waiters knew her, more often than not, and she got her usual table-for-one, in the al fresco section, under an umbrella, with enough view of the road to watch people coming and going, and enough privacy that she didn’t have to interact with anyone. She’d order some form of pasta, sandwiches on days she didn’t mind things getting a bit crumby, and then go off to peruse its large selection of magazines and newspapers. These she’d take back to her table, no one else seemed to read them, and she’d do the crossword over an iced tea. It had been a full Saturday, and her table got free just in the nick of time, and she had just slipped into it, when the manager came up to her and asked if she minded sharing it. ‘If you don’t mind, ma’am, it’s just that he says he’s come a long way and is new to the city.’ Sighing, she shrugged and allowed it, and ‘he’ was Derek, of course. She had put all her walls up around her, reading the paper blatantly in his face and not bothering to make conversation. He had left before her, but when she called for the bill, the manager said he had taken care of it. He had left her his business card. She remembered not being able to recall anything about him, how absurd that seemed now, when all of him was more familiar to her than anything else, even her own face. She had sent him an email with thanks for the meal and, because she was feeling daring, an offer to buy him drinks the next time. And now they were getting married.


Sometimes she wondered what her life would have been like if she had refused to share her table. She shivered at the thought. It would be bleak, that’s what it would be, she told herself, and yet, and yet, she found herself dialling the broker’s number and asking for a second look at the flat with the frog bidet and the balconies with awnings.

It was even more perfect than the pictures of it. Everywhere she looked now, she could picture so clearly—her life with Derek. That little recessed alcove for the silver-framed photographs of the two of them and that section for the TV and the couch in front of it. No built-in reading tables in her bedroom? No problem, the low window ledge would do perfectly for that. The broker had to go take a phone call and he left her alone for five minutes when he went outside. She wandered through it again, no, no mistake, this was the flat. She went to the kitchen, swinging herself up on to the stool and gazing around with her chin on her fist. They would entertain here, and maybe they wouldn’t have a teenage boy and a pre-teen girl, but they’d have an infant, and infants could fit anywhere, they were small. Her cats would like the balcony and the window seats. Her parents wouldn’t mind how small the guest bedroom was when they visited, nor would his friends. And in the evenings, she’d string up fairy lights and every night would be like a party for two.

‘Okay,’ she told the broker, when he came back in, ‘draw up the papers, we’ll take it.’

‘But, sir said this wouldn’t suit,’ said the broker.

‘If it suits me, it’ll suit him,’ said Amisha. If she wished hard enough, it would come true.





5

Instant Karma


You are sweaty when I spot you again, waiting for a rickshaw at a busy turning. I am already smugly ensconced in mine, a prized free rickshaw that I stole from someone else on the road by just walking a few steps ahead of them, waving my arm and jumping in. I leave them no choice. I am like the Robin Hood of public transport. I take from the people who look like they should be walking and I give to people who look tired or just like they could use a ride. The aunty I left behind me was fat, in pink tracksuit bottoms and had just come from the gym. Let her walk, I thought, she’ll thank me later. You look weary and wary; every now and then, when you spot a rickshaw, you snap to attention, waving your arm frantically to flag it down, but they’ve all been full. You’re wearing harem pants and a tube top, your bra strap cuts into your lean brown shoulder, and there is perspiration in the fold of your neck, the crooks of your elbows and dappled across your nose. You begin to flag mine down too, stopping, arm mid-wave, when you see it’s occupied. ‘Stop,’ I tell the rickshaw driver, and he does, and I lean out to you. ‘Do you want a ride?’


You’re weighing the pros and cons of this, I can see, but I am another woman, and you want to set down your bag, which is cloth and not made for the fat book and laptop you’ve shoved into it. You want to sit down, to go home, to get out of the traffic, somewhere more soothing. You cannot imagine that I’m imagining your bedroom, and the vanilla-scented candle you’re sure to have there. You cannot imagine that I’m looking at your poor dusty feet, some of the scarlet nail polish chipped, and imagining myself cupping them, cleaning them, and placing the sole to my lips. You smile at me instead, you’ve decided to take me up on the offer, and oh joy, you’re climbing in, just for a moment, bending over, and I can see more sweat, running down the front of your chest.

‘Thank you,’ you say, ‘I just have to go around the corner, but this bag is so heavy I can’t walk very far with it.’

‘No problem,’ I reply, cooler than I feel, my heart is thumpthumpthumping. I am as sweaty as you are, and it’s not just the humidity. Your arm brushes mine as you lean over to direct the rickshaw driver, and I can’t talk, I can’t form sentences any more, I don’t know what’s wrong with me. And sooner than I’d like, we’re outside your apartment, it’s not what I would imagine. It needs a coat of paint and looks far too shabby to house someone as sparkling as you, but you’re getting out and waving some money at me.

‘Oh, no,’ I say, ‘it’s not necessary, really.’

‘You’re sure?’ You cock your head and smile at me, already so happy to be home, and I know it sounds stupid, but I’m filled with contentment for having brought you that joy.

‘I’m sure.’

You squeeze my arm, say, ‘Thank you!’ and skip away through the open iron bars that separate you from me. Glumly, I go home myself. You weren’t on my way, and my little detour cost me another fifteen minutes in traffic, but I wanted to stay in that rickshaw for longer, feeling where you had sat, your eyes catching mine for a fraction of a second. I wish I were bold, but boldness was never in me.

That night, I turn on the TV, and there you are, heavily made up, indicating the clouds that are about to pass over our city. I mute the TV, no offence or anything, but if I wanted to talk about the weather, I could think of a billion people who’d be happy to talk about it with me, and I watch your mouth move. The same mouth that you thanked me with. The same body, under that button-down shirt that sat next to me today. I watch you and, well, okay, I might as well spit it out, I imagined you naked, in a large white bed, with me, your mouth no longer smiling, your eyes black and longing. This makes me sound creepy, and I’m not creepy, I swear, but oh, I want you, I want you, I want you. And then I think to myself about how many people must be watching you right now, thinking the same thing; even the cameraman, probably, as he shoots you, is thinking about the sudden slope of your nose, the tilt of your chin. And this makes me depressed and despairing; for how could I compete with this army of people all of whom desire you as much as I do? Not more, no one could desire you more than I do.

I wonder where you were going this evening, where you were coming from—a friend’s house? A shopping trip? Did you buy tampons? I want to know about your day, as you lie next to me at night, I want to know the mundane. I want to know when you go to the dentist, and what you think about the rising price of onions, and the colour of your toothbrush, and whether you eat an apple top to down or in the middle. A friend of a friend of a friend was friends with the wife of a famous movie star, who had began quite ordinary—the wife that is—but for her single-minded focus on the movie star. She wanted to marry him, she told her friends who were ordinary people like you and I, and then, after about six years, she did. If I think about you hard enough, maybe my star will shine for us too, maybe the universe will conspire to get us together, and it is with this comforting thought that I finally fall asleep.

The next time someone brings you up, it’s at an ‘office dinner’, which basically means that a number of people from my office were working late and decided to go out to dinner. We picked a shady Chinese joint which has been popular for years, maybe you know it, or have passed it and noticed it out of the corner of your eye. Someone says that they’re going out later that week to one of those big nightclubs in a big hotel.

‘Who else is going?’ asks my colleague and deskmate Vivek, who has grown a goatee which is meant to be trendy but is really just depressing.

I work in cinema, Bollywood, and we all try to be cooler than we are, except me, whom no one notices. I read things, I listen, I go to meetings sometimes and sit at the back. I’m not meant to be noticed.

‘Oh, a bunch of people,’ says the one who is going out. ‘Maybe Shayna and some others.’

My stomach rolls over at your name, and I want to ask if it’s really you, if it’s the same person, but I don’t know how to ask without it sounding weird, so instead I help myself to more chilli sauce, even though I’ve completely lost my appetite.

It’s Vivek who asks, though, bless his heart and his wispy beard, ‘Shayna, that weather girl chick?’

‘Ya,’ my other colleague looks up. ‘You know her?’

‘No, but she’s hot, man,’ Vivek does a manly ha-ha, which is in contrast to the rest of his skinny little self. ‘I’ll come.’


‘Okay,’ the going-out person has lost interest, while I find myself swallowing my hakka noodles as fast as I can and squeaking, ‘I’ll come too.’

‘Really?’ Vivek looks at me and almost, not quite, wrinkles his nose.

‘It’s a club.’

‘I know it’s a club. I’ve been to clubs,’ I say, wanting to smack him.

‘With music?’

‘No, the clubs I went to were completely silent and we were all ordered to stay in a meditative state.’ This is what you do to me, my shining star, you make the words that would otherwise linger like a bad aftertaste at the back of my mouth come spilling out and lay themselves like gems across the table. Everyone laughs.

‘Friday, 9 p.m., okay? We’ll pre-drink somewhere and go.’

I nod. I confess now, to you, that I had no idea what a ‘pre-drink’ was. I imagined it like little caps of mouthwash-coloured liquid that we passed around to get ready for a night out. I also confess that I had never been to a club before. Vivek’s instincts, if not his intentions, were right. It didn’t seem like my sort of thing. But anywhere with you would be my sort of thing.

Even when I swung my giddy way up the stairs—have you ever swung up a staircase, my darling? You hold the banister and you twirl as you ascend and it gives you the feeling of being in an old musical, while you’re singing spunky songs about being a spunky lady in the city and sometimes your next-door neighbours will pop their heads out of their doors and join in the chorus. My house has no next-door neighbours, it has an upstairs and a downstairs, and the downstairs is abandoned. No one lives there, but the owners can’t do anything about it because of the woman I live with, upstairs, who will never move or sell. Aunty Bidisha is not really my aunty, she’s an old family acquaintance, and she used to be a semi-famous, C-list Bollywood starlet in the 1970s. She never became a proper star though. ‘My looks went out of fashion,’ she’ll tell you if you offer a listening ear. But my guess is that she’s one of the many many people in this city who almost made it. She has a whole bunch of the movies she was in on video cassettes, okay, there were only three movies, and two ads, but on Sundays, she’ll oil her hair and sit in front of the TV all day, rewinding and watching herself gyrate around a tree. She’s played an orphan girl rescued, a nun and, once, the role of roles—the heroine’s best friend who is killed in front of her.

She’s also very large, in a somewhat shapeless way, like a mattress which has lost its bounce. Is this cruel? I don’t mean to be cruel to poor old Aunty B. She took me in (for a hefty sum, it’s true, but took me in all the same), she offers me outdated and irrelevant tips on how to make it in Bollywood, and she has an old admirer, from her movie star days, a short man with a breathless voice who keeps her in whisky and good humour. Plus, she has a very fine cook in Fazia, who once wanted to be in the movies too, through her employer, and has been working with Aunty B since they were both in their twenties. The house smells of withered dreams though, it’s a particular sort of smell, musty and disappointed. But it’s clean. Fazia and the cleaning girl see to that. Over the smell of hurt is the incense that Aunty B lights every day and wafts around the house, pretending to be pious. Sometimes, before her admirer arrives, she sprays the perfume that he brings every three months. It is strong and harsh. And now I just imagined them having sex. Yuck. That’s unkind of me though, fat, old people too need sex.


God knows I do, it’s been too long, too long, and the only likely person I’ve met in this city, by which I mean someone who shares my, let’s call them tendencies, has been someone I wasn’t even slightly attracted to. It’s a pity, she was nice, tall and broad-shouldered, and kind. I could tell she was kind by the way she smiled, kind people have a particular smile that makes you trust them immediately, but even though she wanted to (I know she did, and I let her touch my arm, caress my shoulder) I just wasn’t into it. I only want you, with the same single-minded focus with which I wanted Aditi, my first, my last, my only girlfriend. I’m new to this lesbian thing. I haven’t even called myself a lesbian yet, although I suppose I am, right? I think it’s the word itself that I object to, it sounds so heavy, so … so … ponderous, somehow, when all I think about when I think about the things that make me a lesbian are light and fluttery feelings. It’s actually my whole new-ish lesbian thing that makes me so hopeful about you. If I, someone who thought she’d die if the cutest boy in school ever talked to her, could find herself, a mere seven and a half months later, up against a cupboard in her best friend’s room, with the aforementioned best friend right there up against her, then, I don’t see why you couldn’t be similarly persuaded too.

It’s a hard life though, being gay in India, or anywhere else really. ‘It’s the politics of the thing,’ Aditi used to say. She didn’t know she was lesbian either, until she developed very non-platonic feelings for me and thought she’d give it a shot. We were both so brand new, I had barely been kissed by boys at this point, and in the hetero world, I guess you could say I’m a virgin. We were together for about eleven years, she was my best friend and my girlfriend, so it was a relationship quite like a marriage. We both moved out of our houses at the same time when we got jobs and lived together. We had a double bed, and a single wardrobe, and up until the very end, our sex life continued to be fantastic.

That’s the thing about India though, even if it is tough being gay, it’s really easy to live with a woman and without anyone getting any ideas. We were just two friends who were exceptionally close. Our parents would never have consented to us travelling with our boyfriends, for example, but anything I was doing with Aditi got a stamp of approval. That was nice. We travelled a lot. We never kissed in public. Once in a while, one of our friends or our family would ask about our love lives. We never ‘came out’ per se, which is why I guess I never thought of myself as a lesbian. I loved Aditi, her mind and her body, and her gender seemed incidental. We didn’t really feel the need to have a whole huge, ‘Oh by the way, I’m gay’ conversation, because I guess we never thought of it as a ‘relationship’. That might have been the problem. I loved her, and so I wanted to claim her. She didn’t have the same desire. After that first time, when she took me completely by surprise, I was the initiator. I wanted her so hungrily, I thought I would explode, and she’d lie back and take it. Encouraging me, yes, with words and fingers, but she was passive and I was the aggressor. Even when she initiated it, much later, she would simply kiss me, tentatively cupping my breasts. I would lean forward, grab her face, and get my clothes off as fast as I could.

While I thought we were ‘almost married’, she encouraged me to date nice boys. ‘It’ll be so much easier for you,’ she said and I had no idea what exactly she was doing with me.
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After the Sex, Before You Leave


‘Look at that.’

‘Look at what?’ asked Akshara.

‘That.’ Mo held up his hand, palm facing them, fingers slightly splayed. ‘See how the light comes through them. It’s so beautiful, I never noticed.’

She laughed. ‘You’re high.’

‘I’m not high! I’m just … appreciating the finer things of life.’

‘Like, light filtering through your fingers.’

‘See?’ He turned to her, his eyes sleepy but happy. ‘This is why I like you. You have just the right phrase for things. “Filtering through”. I wouldn’t have put it that way myself, but it fits.’

She lay there hugging this is why I like you to herself like a treasure. She was in his T-shirt, he was in his boxers and around them lay the paraphernalia of the joint he had just rolled.

‘Filtering.’ He said it again, like a statement, and shifted his head on the pillow so his nose was by her cheek. ‘Are you hungry?’ he whispered into her ear.

‘Are you?’ she whispered back.


‘Starving. Man, I feel like I ate nothing last night, but all the food is over anyway.’ He was sitting up, moving away from her, and she wanted to hold him to her, to let him never leave and to suspend the moment they’d been having in some kind of frozen time. But it was over, and what Shayna had said stayed to haunt her. He’s not going to be madly in love with you. But he was acting like he was. He was tender and kind, and attentive, and it was now three in the afternoon and neither had left the bed since she had come back the night before. He had been a little surprised to see her reappear at his door last night, but had taken it well enough, the Mo she knew wouldn’t push. And she had spent the night there once before, on his bed, only they hadn’t touched that night. Last night though, he had gone to the bathroom and, filled with sudden daring, she had taken off her clothes and stood there, feeling awkward and slightly foolish even as she was doing it. He had taken an abnormally long time in the bathroom and she had had to sit down on the edge of the bed, regretting doing anything, but as soon as she heard the door click, she stood up again in front of him. He had looked at her a long while, his mouth quirking up at one corner and just when she thought he wasn’t going to say anything at all, he said, ‘Oh.’

And she giggled, oh God, she hated her own nervous giggle and said, ‘Yeah.’

And then the details had gotten kind of hazy, sort of like blurry flashbacks, a tangle of legs on the bed, Mo sitting up to take off his T-shirt, finding one, two, three fingers inside her, and then they were having sex and she finally knew what his face looked like when he came. It wasn’t unattractive and for that she was thankful. It didn’t have to be attractive, the face you made during orgasm, but it couldn’t be hideous and it couldn’t be funny. Once, with another boy, she had giggled—it had looked like he wanted to sneeze. And that had kind of ruined the moment. Mostly though, you saw a boy’s shoulder when he was on top, seeing as how most boys she slept with were taller than she was. But Mo and she were about the same height—and so she had seen his face, looked into his eyes as he moved on top of her, and seen him bite his lip and throw back his head and it had been glorious. Better than glorious—transcending! She almost expected a swell of music to break out from around them, but instead, he had rolled off and kissed her again and again and again, till they fell asleep. And once again this morning, and now they were at that comfortable couple stage where they could be naked around each other all day. At least, she had thought so, but when he reached for his boxers and put them on, she had felt obliged to wear a T-shirt too. She would have been quite happy not being in touch with anyone that day, at all, but he was checking his phone, so she scrabbled for hers and tried to look busy as well.

Her flatmate Ladli was leaving for Goa that evening. Ladli had been threatening to leave for a while now, and at each new departure date, Akshara would find her in exactly the same place, sitting in the middle of a clothes tornado in her room, gazing blankly at the wall. She was lovely, but a little flaky. She wondered what Ladli would make of this. She was the only one who had guessed Akshara was in love with Mo, without Akshara having to say anything. Mo had been over for drinks, and Akshara had been normal, she thought, the way she would’ve been anyway, and Mo had gone to the bathroom and Ladli had said from the corner where she was picking at her nails, ‘If he hasn’t done anything about the fact that you’re in love with him, then you should forget about him.’ She hadn’t been able to question her, because Mo had come back then, but that statement had also stayed in her head yesterday. For someone who was intrinsically so self-absorbed, Ladli did astound you with her insight every now and then.

But she didn’t really give Ladli much thought when Mo sat back down on the bed, pulled her T-shirt up and kissed her stomach. She closed her eyes and when she opened them, he was hovering above her, smiling.

‘Hi,’ she said.

‘I’m going to make you toast,’ he said, and went away again, leaving the room this time. She snoozed for a bit, until he came back with what appeared to be an entire loaf toasted, lots of butter and cheese, and two glasses of orange juice—on what she recognized as his laptop bed desk.

‘You do realize it’s past lunchtime, right?’ she asked, even though her stomach was too twisted and fluttery at that moment to eat anything at all.

‘Time,’ he said, sitting down next to her and buttering a piece of toast, ‘is a state of mind.’

The afternoon sun reached into the bedroom through the closed windows and danced across the sheets. Akshara tried not to get crumbs everywhere, but Mo was crumbing, all over his beard too, so she let herself go a little bit, placing a saucer on her lap to catch as many as she could. When she had eaten three pieces of bread, and not skimped on the butter either, she sat back, satiated. Mo was still going, he really seemed to intend to finish the entire loaf.

This would be better if it were a photograph, thought Akshara. Something about the scene seemed too much like a film, something soft focus, or maybe not even as animated as a movie, maybe a black-and-white photo shoot, where they lay across the bed, not talking and the audience had to figure out what was going on. If she were the audience, she’d think this was a scene of a couple in love, probably dating for years, comfortable in each other’s silences. In reality, however, the fact that the hours were galloping along was making her stomach twist. Sooner or later, she’d have to have a conversation with Mo, no, not just a conversation, ‘The Conversation’.

Would they be able to stay friends even though this new knowledge of each other at the most intimate would always lie between them? If she wanted to, she could assume Mo liked her as much as she liked him, but Akshara was a practical girl. If Mo had liked her, he wouldn’t have made a move on Shayna almost immediately after kissing her, and he definitely would’ve made the first move with her last night. But, if Mo didn’t like her, surely he wouldn’t be finding excuses to linger here with her in bed? He wouldn’t, for example, be finishing his last piece of toast and wiping his mouth with the back of his hand and then reaching out for her. And he wouldn’t lie like that, his face buried in her neck if he had no feelings for her at all. Right? Right.

‘I’ve always liked you,’ she said, softly, as they lay back against the pillows. He didn’t say anything, maybe he had fallen asleep, but she felt the need to keep talking. ‘Always. Like, the first time we met, at that launch, and then we went out afterwards because you really needed another beer. I liked you then. And when you started dating that random chick in the middle—what was her name?’

‘Ramona,’ said Mo, by her side.

‘Right! Ramona. And you kept telling me about how the sex was amazing, and how you didn’t like her much as a person, but the sex was so good that you wanted to stay in the relationship. That’s when I wanted to shake you and be all like, “You idiot! The sex would be so good with the two of us, and you like me as a person, so what is there to lose?” And you just refused to see it.’


Mo sighed and shifted. ‘I saw it.’

‘Did you? Well, you never gave me any indication that you did. It was all so, so platonic all the bloody time. I had to bite my tongue like a half a dozen times just to keep from confessing to you what I felt. And you knew, didn’t you? You knew that I liked you.’

‘Yeah. I’m not completely oblivious.’

‘Did you think it was going to affect our friendship? Because really, what kind of friendship is it, when one friend just really wants to do the other one?’

Mo laughed, but also detached himself from her, sitting up, drinking some water. ‘That’s all I am to you? A sex object?’

‘You know what I mean.’

‘And you know how I feel about relationships.’

It’s true, she did. Mo had made it amply clear to her. He wasn’t ‘ready’, he wasn’t ‘looking’. At this point in his life, he didn’t have the ‘space’ to offer to another human being. All random bullshit excuses, thought Akshara then, and Akshara now. In her experience, if someone was right for you, you forgot about the space and the issues and whether or not you were ‘ready’. You just were.

‘Even with me?’ she asked then.

‘I don’t know.’ He was bending back down now, kissing her nose, her forehead. ‘This was pretty awesome, wasn’t it?’

She nodded, happily. ‘I don’t know though. I really like our friendship.’

‘Who says we can’t still be friends?’

‘Not “just friends” though.’

‘“Just friends” is overrated.’

‘Yeah.’

‘Yeah.’

‘Level up,’ thought Akshara.
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Like a Mermaid, Minus the Fish


So, there I was, face to face with the bluest sea you’ve ever seen. It was so blue, that blue didn’t even begin to describe it. If I were a photographer, I’d be shaking my camera right about then, because the settings wouldn’t work, and I wouldn’t be able to capture the idyllic-ness of it all. Blue seas, golden sand. And I, on a cane chair, with a bottle of beer in front of me, and my notebook, ready to look like a Woman of Adventure. Maybe my predecessors, other Women of Adventure, wouldn’t be wearing shorts and a tank top, but this was the twenty-first century! I could wear what I liked and be adventurous all the same! I had the notebook, not because I was particularly fond of journaling in any way, I mean, I liked the concept of a journal, a chronicle of your life you could look back on when you were old and weary, but I didn’t really have the energy to provide memories for my old and weary self. Let her manage on whatever brain cells she had left. The journal was like a prop, so I could look busy and important, all the while drinking beer at 1 p.m. on a Tuesday afternoon, with no one to account to but myself. I felt debauched, decadent, all the ‘d’ words, but still awesome. Divine, I told myself. I feel deee-vine.


But, actually I didn’t.

That’s the thing about running away from your problems. I feel like someone wise has already said this, but the thought just occurred to me, so it’s kind of original even if someone else said it first. Running away doesn’t make the problems vanish. Instead, they come with you, like some clingy annoying house guest, and they’re right there, invading your moments of privacy and divinity. You’re never alone at a table when you have your problems for company. They just sit there like hairy old beasts, with their own sounds. Bump! Your boyfriend broke up with you. Bump! Your friends aren’t talking to you any more. Bump! You probably no longer have a job. Bump! And yet, you’re sitting in Goa, acting like you haven’t a care in the world when, in fact, your world is totally full of cares. I had no fucking clue!

When I was a teenager, I assumed that by the time I was an actual official Adult, card carrying, voting, driving etc., I’d have the answers to all the questions that had bugged me my whole life. Not the major questions like, ‘Why is there poverty?’ and so on, but at least the simple shit, ‘What am I doing?’ And Adult Me, in my mind, would be wise, would probably wear glasses and would have an answer to that question. The only silver lining was that my vision continued to be 20/20, but that didn’t really help much. I’d swap being able to read a sign from fifty feet away to have that answer. What am I doing? What am I doing? What am I doing?

I finished one beer, ordered another and examined the beach. It was a Tuesday in non-high season, just about turning into March, so most of the tourists had gone, and the locals, tired out from a hectic couple of months of serving and catering, were also taking it easy. There was one family I could spot from my chair, two little kids, a mother, sunbathing and no sign of the father. To my right, was an older couple, maybe in their forties, who were engrossed in the Lonely Planet; and by the bamboo column that held up the tarpaulin roof of my beach shack, was a young girl, obviously the daughter or relative of the woman who ran the shack, dragging her toe through the sand.

So far, so isolated.

This was what I had wanted, after all, so I wasn’t complaining, but still, I had kind of hoped I’d be turning away company, ‘No, not today, darling, I really must walk along the beach at sunrise and think.’ I suppose it was a relief that I wouldn’t have to hurt anyone’s feelings by turning them down, but I still felt slightly disappointed.

The mother was getting up and gathering her belongings slowly. She was wearing quite a nice blue-and-white kurta, and had a large white hat on her head. A posh hat. I saw her put her sunglasses on and call to her children as she walked towards my shack, which was the busiest, because there were three people there.

‘Hello!’ she called out and the girl by the bamboo pole looked up and smiled. ‘Hello!’ she said again, looking around at us, like we were all one big happy tour group. The older couple was polite, they smiled distractedly from above their Lonely Planet, but I busied myself with the cap of my beer. I was a Lone Wolf. I was not interested in other people. The mother didn’t seem to care. She sat down at the closest table facing the sea, which also happened to be the table right next to mine and looked around her appreciatively. The daughter of the shack owner came up sullenly with a menu, and just as sullenly laid it on the table. ‘Thank you!’ carolled the mother, and the girl would’ve rolled her eyes, I swear it, if she had been any other sort of teenager, but she smiled as little as she could, and when the mother looked at me and pointed and said, ‘That beer, please! Two!’

The girl looked over at me, a long look, like ‘See how much I suffer’ and then sighed and went off inside. The children came scampering up to us. I saw it was a little boy and a little girl, the boy was the older one, and he sat down immediately, and said, ‘I want a juice.’

‘Then go and ask for a juice, darling,’ said the mother, comfortably. The little girl did a mass wave, like her mother, and called, ‘Hello!’ This seemed to charm the older couple more than her mother’s hello had done, so they actually waved back at her.

I busied myself looking through the blank pages of my notebook. I couldn’t really tell where they were from, not from their unaccented English, and they were about as brown as I was. Indian, I thought, but maybe based abroad.

‘I want Daddy,’ said the little girl, pulling herself up on the chair next to her mother.

‘He’s gone for a nice long swim, darling, but he’ll be back soon. Why don’t you go find some shells for him?’

‘Don’t want shells,’ said the little girl, smelling the salt shaker.

‘Now, don’t do that, darling, other people don’t want your grubby little fingers all over everything. Go find your brother and ask him to get you a juice.’ As if on cue, the little boy came back and flung himself into a chair.

‘They’re out of pineapple,’ he said, sulkily.

‘Oh dear,’ said his mother.

I admired her laidback attitude to parenting, so easy-going, so calm, so, actually, unlike most Indian parents, which is what made me think they were based abroad.


‘I got a mango instead,’ he said.

‘I want a mango!’ said the little girl.

‘You don’t like mango,’ said her brother.

‘Yes, I do!’ her lower lip begun to stick out and I thought, ‘Here we go’ but the mother said, ‘No, you don’t. Go get a watermelon or something.’ And all the while, she put on sticky lipgloss.

And then, out of the sea, like a scene straight out of Baywatch, emerged the father and patriarch to this brood, who was, I noted, quite fit for someone who had two children. And then I mentally slapped myself on the wrist for having dirty thoughts about someone’s dad. Even if the dad looked like he was about my age.

‘Hello!’ he called, goodness, it was a family of hello-ers, and the mother called back to him.

Once, I’d seen a video online about the mating call of the loon, a bird found in North America. They cry to each other during mating season and it’s a weird sound. It begins low and gets squawky and I imagine if you’re not expecting it, it can be disconcerting. Not that this family was squawking, per se, but I decided to call them the ‘Loons’ in my head. It amuses me, when I’m by myself, to have nicknames for people. I like doing that, having private moments with myself like an in joke, just for me. I’m a private person and I enjoy my own company. It’s not so weird. Sure, there are times when people, my friends, look at me and think how strange I am, or say how strange I am, but I don’t see what’s stranger about that than texting someone at a dinner table, or only eating vegetarian food.

‘Good swim, darling?’ asked Mrs Loon, handing a beer and a towel to the mister. He managed to take a sip and dry off with the same motion, which I thought was kind of cool.


‘Brilliant,’ he said, but I got the feeling he said ‘brilliant’ about every experience and ‘delicious’ about every meal.

Some people are like that, but it’s nice when they really, truly mean it. She held up her face for a kiss, which he did with aplomb, and then sat down. Instantly, Girl Loon was there, crawling into his lap and saying, ‘Daddy. Daddy. Daddy.’ Like Mrs Loon, Mr Loon was also a no-fuss parent, and he patted her back, absentmindedly, while telling his wife how good the beer was, how cold the water was, how hot the sand was.

I don’t know why I was paying such close attention to them, maybe because it was easier than thinking about my own problems? Maybe because my notebook wasn’t really very entertaining as far as entertainments go, and having them there was like reality TV? They weren’t doing anything very exciting, but they allowed me to tune out of my life and tune into theirs, which the older couple certainly didn’t. Them and their stupid Lonely Planet. I was getting attached to my loons, drinking my third beer now, and they even inspired me to order a grilled fish, like they were having.

‘Cool!’ said Boy Loon, holding up his fish carcass, ‘Bones!’

‘Darling, don’t do that,’ said Mrs Loon, who was looking slightly ill.

Mr Loon must’ve noticed as well, because he said, quite sharply, ‘Jeffery! Put that away!’

‘Okay, okay,’ Boy Loon replaced the fish and looked annoyed. ‘Sheesh.’

Mrs Loon stood up, a little unsteadily and said, ‘I don’t feel very hungry any more, why don’t I take Tiara and we’ll go back to the house? You boys can follow us when you’re done.’

I thought maybe she was pregnant, but then I remembered the beers she had, two to my three, so maybe it was just a case of the stomach flu. Mr Loon didn’t look too worried, he just nodded at her and extracted Girl Loon from under his arm, where she had been curled up, playing with the hair on his arm. It was quite a hairy arm. I admired him for being able to eat like that. As she was leaving, Mrs Loon tossed, over her shoulder, ‘Remember about the thing tonight!’ and Mr Loon smiled and tapped the side of his nose.

Then, all was quiet for a while, and I contemplated getting up and going back to my very basic, very cheap hotel for a nap. It was cheap, but at least the sheets were clean, even if the bathroom had to be shared. The trouble was, I had had the right amount of drink, just enough to make your knees feel like they’re not capable of holding you up any more. I would have to wait till it passed. The Loons got up to leave, and as they were passing, Mr Loon stopped by the older couple and spoke to them in a low voice. They tore themselves away from their Lonely Planet for five seconds, listened, nodded, smiled politely and then went back to reading. I caught sight of Mr Loon’s face as he turned away, it looked kind of helpless, like the face of someone who needs you to want what they want for you, but you don’t, and this makes them very disappointed. My parents get this face a lot. Boy Loon caught hold of his hand, swinging on it, and then Mr Loon looked down at him, ruffled his hair and the two of them walked right up to me.

‘This is going to sound crazy,’ began Mr Loon, ‘but it’s my birthday today.’

‘Happy birthday,’ I said, putting on my best I’m-Not-Surprised-By-Anything face.

‘Thank you. And anyway, every year on my birthday, I, we, like to travel. It’s a nice time of the year to explore the world, you know? And the kids are young enough, we like to expose them to different things …’


‘Dad.’ Boy Loon rolled his eyes.

‘Sorry. I go off track. My name is Michael.’

‘Ladli,’ I said, politely, sticking out my hand to shake, noticing that my hand was shaking quite a bit already.

‘Right. Ladli. So, I have a birthday party each year, wherever we are, and the guests are whomever we happen to meet. We’ve met a lot of people like that! And it’s always been a good party!’

‘Wow.’

‘So, we’d love it if you dropped by. It’s a house, a bungalow thing that we have rented, nicer to have a house than a hotel, don’t you think? The kids have space, we can cook our own food when we like.’

‘Can we go-hooo?’ Boy Loon was losing patience.

‘Sorry, sorry, buddy. Okay, so here’s the address.’ He handed me a piece of paper. ‘Any time after seven is good, in fact, the earlier you get there, the better. And, yes! Hope to see you there!’

‘Thanks,’ I said, folding up the piece of paper. Halves. Thirds. Eighths. ‘I’ll be there.’ And I wanted to. I wanted to be absorbed by this strange family who had a birthday party with perfect strangers.

‘Great! See you then, Ladli.’

I absolutely adore people who get my name right on their first try.
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A Siren Sparkling


I am dressing to meet you. We’re meeting ‘officially’, for the ‘first time’, and I’m not sure you will recognize me. Why would you? You haven’t been thinking about me like I’ve been thinking about you. But I hope that maybe a glimmer will flash through your brain and you’ll extend your hand, and raise one eyebrow and ask, ‘We’ve met before?’ and it will be up to me to say yes or no. That will be the very last minute of power I have over you, otherwise, as things are, the balance of power is heavily and decidedly on your side. Because I already love you and you don’t even know me.

‘It isn’t possible to love someone you’ve never met,’ says my brother, on Skype.

We’re not talking about you, I would never discuss you with anyone except you—another point you must give me when you make a list of the reasons you should be with me. We’re talking about a girl who likes my brother, like really likes my brother and has shown him what I think are charming tokens of affection. Cookies dropped off at his dorm room door. A carnation at his chosen desk in the classroom. Sometimes, when he goes to buy coffee at his usual place, at his usual time, the barista will tell him that it’s been ‘taken care of’.

‘That’s sweet,’ I tell him, but there’s more, he says. Friday night was a karaoke do at their college-patronized bar. She got up and sang I Love You, Always, Forever, a song from the 1990s that practically no one remembers, even if they grew up in the 1990s, which my brother barely did. ‘And,’ he wails, across continents into my computer, ‘she replaced the words “blue eyes” with “brown eyes” and pointed at me and everyone laughed!’

I myself resist the urge to laugh. I love my brother, but he takes things very seriously. ‘Why don’t you just ask her out?’ I ask. ‘She seems nice.’ She seems the kind of girl I’d like for a sister-in-law is what I’m thinking; the Indian in me has already jumped five stages ahead, but my brother is only twenty-one and marriage is very far from his mind.

‘She’s not my type, didi? I don’t know, she’s sweet, but she’s so … desperate.’

I want to reach through the computer then, smack him on the head and go and find this girl and give her a hug, buy her some coffee for a change and tell her men are idiots, and she is wonderful and special and spectacular in every way. I empathize with her far more than I do with my brother. She is me in this situation, and you are my brother, kind of, except that, unlike her, I don’t have the courage to give you tokens indicating how I feel.

‘I think it’s possible,’ I tell him, hoping to pour some amount of feeling into him. ‘I think it’s very possible to be madly, deeply in love with someone you’ve only observed from a distance. Maybe even more so then! You’re not face to face with all their annoying habits every day, you only know the bits you can see from where you are.’


He rolls his eyes at me. ‘Love is when you know someone well,’ is all he will contribute to this conversation, and then he looks up and away from the screen and then back at me, grinning a leftover smile from someone else and says, ‘Okay, didi, I gotta go, talk soon, yeah?’ His Americanisms are another thing I find hugely annoying about him. Do you have siblings? Do you love them and hate them and sometimes want to inhabit their bodies so you can make their decisions for them?

And then, as I’m thinking that, I’m thinking maybe my brother is right, and maybe I could only properly be in love with you if I knew whether you had a sister, or what your favourite colour is, or whether you, like me, hate ketchup. Relationships are built on much less, but I love you because—well—does there have to be a reason? If I were my parents, the answer would be yes. I came out to them a little while after Aditi and I ended things, a little while before I moved here. My poor mother, her dreams of a perfect wedding shattered, my father wondering out loud—it’s horrible when people wonder things about you out loud, don’t you think?—whether this was in some way his fault because he had had to travel so much when I was little.

‘It’s not about fault,’ I told him, exasperatedly, ‘It’s just a feeling. I feel a certain way about girls. That’s really all there is to it.’

‘Al-always?’ stammered my mother, tears streaming down her face.

They were literally streaming. I cannot make this up. ‘I like girls!’ I said, wanting to cry a little bit myself. ‘I’m gay!’ That’s the first time I had ever said those words out loud, and they sounded loud and heavy in the room, and they settled with a thunk on the coffee table. And all the while, I was thinking to myself, ‘I’m gay! Yay! I’m gay!’ I even wondered if I was a little drunk. I felt so disconnected from myself at that moment, like I was watching me watching my parents. All I could think about was how good it felt to put the words out there, such a relief, like when you have a bruise and you know not to poke it but then you do, and it feels horrible and yet oddly titillating at the same time.

My mother wrung her hands, my father paced. ‘Now what?’ he asked after a while, like I had a plan. Hey, guys, I’m gay, and now I’m going to take over the world! But I love them, so I explained patiently that I didn’t know ‘now what’ any more than they did. All the information I currently had, I had just shared with them.

‘Have you been with any girls?’ asked my mother, hoping that I’d say no, so she could brush this off as ‘just a phase’ like when they found the half-smoked joint in my brother’s room. And I think that was the part that broke my heart the most. I had to tell them about Aditi and me, and I had to tell them that what they thought was a close loving relationship ‘like sisters’ was in fact, me living for several years with my lover. At least they had the close loving relationship bit right. I could tell they really, really didn’t want to hear it, any more than I wanted to tell them, and when I did, there was this deep, brooding silence that lasted a while.

‘Hey,’ I said, trying to be jovial. ‘At least you don’t have to worry about me getting pregnant!’ It didn’t work. I was ‘sent to my room’, and I stayed there, lurking, avoiding eye contact till it was time to leave. It wasn’t hard. They have a large house and it’s easy to avoid people once you get into the habit. I hope when you tell your parents about us, that they will have the maturity to deal with it.

Today, I am dancing around my room, holding up one top against myself and then another. I haven’t been in such a good mood for a long time, and I blame it all on you. I have just about decided to swap jeans and a low-cut top for a dress, with a collar and silhouette that makes my waist look really tiny—like magic—when Fazia pops her head in and says that Aunty B wants me to come to the living room and chat with her before I leave. This alone is a reason for me to find my own flat as soon as I can, so I could have spent my evening with my stomach comfortably knotting in anticipation, dreaming about you, and instead I’ve been summoned by an old Bollywood has-been, because she doesn’t have any company that night. I would move out, I really would, but this is the little compromise I have offered my parents. A safe place where they think they can keep an eye on me, via Aunty B. It’s such a little thing, my living arrangements, and it doesn’t really mean anything to me. I have been in this city for nine months, and this is one of the first times I will be out after 10 p.m.

‘Hello, dear,’ says Aunty B. She’s well on her way to drunkenness, the Scotch has been decanted; the ice cubes are a melted memory in her tumbler. I hate people who call me ‘dear’. ‘Going out?’ she asks next, waving me over so she can examine me in the lamplight. I nod. It’s best not to engage with her at cocktail hour as I’ve found out through experience. Many, many nights of politely trying to hide my yawns while she talks about her film career and how everyone in Bollywood now is ‘rubbish’. ‘You bought this dress here?’ she asks, fingering the hem. I shake my head. ‘Hmm. Well, the quality of the fabric is nice,’ implying that was all that was going for it and then, right on cue, ‘I used to have the most marvellous clothes.’ This is where I would normally offer an encouraging nod, but today all of me is only thinking about how soon I can see you, so I just stand there, paralysed. She’s surprised. She’s so used to me playing the audience. ‘I had a dress just that colour,’ she says, taking a sip of her drink, looking up at me coquettishly and waiting for me to take the bait. I refuse, picking at some imaginary lint instead. ‘It had these earrings that were just too much.’ I wonder how long she’ll talk if I don’t respond. She raises one thin hand to the nape of her neck, her eyes on me, ‘I still have them somewhere. Fazia!’ When Fazia enters, she is ordered to get the blue jewellery box from the green cupboard. These are routine instructions, and again, I cannot make this up. Often, I hear her calling, ‘Fazia! My eyeglasses are on the yellow table, on the brown tray. No, no, the brown tray!’ The whole house seems to be colour coded. I am, joy of joys, in the pink bedroom.

The jewellery box arrives and Aunty B opens it, and we’re all meant to lean forward, mouths slightly open. Fazia does, and what the hell, I do too. I love the moment right before you open a box. It could be anything. At birthdays, when I was little, I spent the longest time just holding the present, shaking it occasionally, till my parents got impatient and said, ‘Just open it!’ But nothing compares to what it could have been, not even what it actually is. I suspect that’s probably my life’s biggest problem.

Aunty B gloats over her jewels for a second and then turns to me. ‘Here,’ she says, ‘wear these tonight.’

The earrings are absolutely gorgeous. I don’t know whether you’ll notice them, but they’re chandelier and shiny and they make me look sparkling and interesting. ‘I couldn’t,’ I say, weakly, feeling horribly guilty about all the mean things I had just been thinking about her, but she smiles and holds them up to my face and I slip them on. She turns my face from side to side and sighs and says, ‘Beautiful.’


‘Thank you,’ I say, and mean it.

‘You have that look,’ says Aunty B, leaning back, pouring herself more Scotch. ‘You’re in love, no? Well, these will bring you good luck.’

I can only hope she’s right. I put on my earrings and step into the Bombay night, towards you.
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How Not to Be Needy


‘Miss? Miss?’

Akshara snapped to attention. She had, in order to daydream, given her class a ‘surprise test’, which made them all moan and complain, but it meant she could flip through her lesson plan book purposefully and look like she was working, when really, all she was doing was thinking about Mo. Luckily for her, the school encouraged them to give surprise tests often, to see how well the students were absorbing that week’s information. It was something the teachers had taken to with alacrity, so much easier for them to have a ‘free period’ and to keep the students absorbed in something.

It was lazy, but Akshara had defended it to herself by thinking, well, at least I’ll know if they were paying attention last week. She had also placed the basic rules of analysing a text on the board, so the students would have something to refer to while doing her test. The student hovering above her, though, looked amused and weary at the same time—a common expression for a certain kind of teenager. Which Noel Patrick Fernandez hovering above her was. He was in the music club, she knew because, every three months, the music club held a concert, in which Noel was often featured, strumming his guitar and singing some kind of soulful song with his voice going up and down in imitation of or homage to the young men with pretty voices whom he favoured. And all the girls would look at him with that universal adolescent expression of lust, eyes up and then down, and then smiling deeply and meaningfully into their book bags.

Akshara thought he reminded her of Ankit Sood, the Noel Patrick of her school, a basketball player instead of a musician, but who had had all the same qualities, including reducing fifteen-year-old Akshara and her friends to liquid each time he passed them in the corridor. This had made her slightly resentful of him and—completely unreasonably—slightly resentful of Noel Patrick as well. It wasn’t just her though—most of her colleagues had the same feeling about him. Just the other day, Rita Shah, leaning against the staff room window watching him play to a group of acolytes outside, had said, ‘I just want to slap the smirk off that boy’s face!’ It was a very un-adult feeling, but Akshara knew it came from the fact that no matter how old she grew, she would never be as cool as Noel Patrick was, right then.

‘What is it, Noel?’ she asked, trying to infuse some kindliness into her voice.

‘I’m done with my test, Miss.’

He did get done annoyingly early and, in the past, Akshara had let him sit there, while the rest of the class wrapped up, but an unemployed Noel Patrick was a distraction, and pretty soon there would be discreet giggles coming from his corner, the girls abandoning their tests to crawl closer and closer to him. But today the passage had been challenging enough to engage even the smart kids till the end of the class, she thought, but Noel Patrick was God, the God of class ten, and Gods were unfazed by challenges.

‘Okay,’ she said, trying to buy time, ‘would you like to revise it?’

‘I did, Miss,’ he said, smiling lazily. She empathized so much with Rita Shah just then, oh, to be able to smack him for being smug! She thought of last night, and saw Mo placing a restraining, calming hand on her shoulder, and she managed to smile back instead. ‘Go to the library, then,’ she said, ‘just to the library, and spend the rest of the period there.’

Noel Patrick’s eyes flicked across the class and as if on cue, Kiran Sharma got up, and came to the front with her test.

‘I’m done too, Miss,’ she said, biting the corner of her lip, nervously.

Well, well. Noel Patrick and Kiran were not a pairing Akshara would have made. Kiran was soft and shy, not one of the skinny, hard-bodied, hard-eyed girls who ruled the school, but someone who was consistently average in her class, and prone to stammering before a presentation. But she had just joined the music club, Akshara remembered, and stood in the back row of the choir, and it was likely that she had caught Noel Patrick’s eye then. Akshara liked Kiran, felt protective of her, almost, and she wanted to tell the girl not to put all her eggs in the Noel Patrick basket. But if Ankit Sood had reached out to her—even though he had broken as many hearts as the ones drawn around his name in the girls’ room—she would have gone. She didn’t blame Kiran. After all, wasn’t she doing exactly the same thing with Mo?

‘Are you sure you’re done, Kiran?’ she asked anyway, just to be sure. Kiran hesitated for a moment and then nodded at the floor. Noel Patrick had already left, she could hear his whistle down the quiet corridor, someone would come out and catch him and then she would be blamed. I give up, she thought and then said, ‘Okay, Kiran, you may go.’ Kiran scuttered off before she could change her mind, and Akshara surveyed her class for a second, feeling a warm rush of affection for them, for the whole wide world.

For Mo had not begun a sentence with the word ‘look’, which was a great thing, because as everyone knows, a sentence that begins with ‘Look …’ is never a good sentence. Or, ‘Here’s the thing’. That hadn’t been used either. Instead, after she had gone home and seen her roommate off, she had packed a small overnight bag and gone back to Mo’s, and they had ordered Chinese, and his friend had come over and they had all watched a movie, then his friend had left, and Mo and Akshara had walked him to the door, just like a proper couple, and said good night. She had to leave for work earlier than him this morning, and had showered while he was still in bed, but when she got out of the shower, he was awake, waiting with two cups of coffee and toast. He liked toast. She found that endearing. Neither of them had mentioned her outburst, the declaration of ‘like’ that had come spilling from her, but after it had been said, there was a certain level of comfort. I like you, and you like me, and that’s the way the world should be. It was like they had turned their friendship inside out and the most tender bits of her were now scattered on the floor, but she wasn’t afraid. For the first time in her life, she felt like she knew. Even if this was Mo, even if there were still some nagging questions, she pushed all those to the back of her mind and concentrated on just knowing.

Like a yoga inhalation, she breathed in on ‘I know’, even if she didn’t, the words circulated around her brain until she felt like she actually did. Zen. That was all there was to it.


The bell rang and dreamily, she rapped on her desk, ‘That’s it now, guys, you’ve had enough time.’ Her students weren’t that much younger than her, and they liked her, she knew from the way they clustered around her when she was supervising an after-school activity, for example. Sometimes they let her in on the gossip they were sharing, which she only condoned as long as it wasn’t outright mean or distasteful. Inserting phrases like ‘you guys’ or ‘take five, people’ was something she did on purpose, a little pathetic, she thought, trying to speak like the young people in order to fit in, but she figured they’d prefer that to Tanisha Jha’s quavery, ‘Children, children!’

Two of her favourite students dropped their tests off, giggling to each other. ‘What’s up, Miss?’ asked Tanya, the bolder of the two.

‘Nothing at all, Tanya. Did you have a good weekend?’

‘Yes,’ said Tanya, giggling some more, and Nikita, her friend standing next to her, gave her an almighty nudge, which nearly sent her flying.

‘Gently, Nikita,’ said Akshara. ‘Whatever it is won’t be helped by you bruising Tanya.’

‘As if I could bruise her, Miss,’ said Nikita, scornfully. ‘She’s got skin like an elephant!’

‘Shut up!’ said Tanya, but she was still in a good humour. ‘Miiiiiiiss?’

‘Go on,’ said Akshara, taking the last test paper and putting it on her pile. ‘Spit it out. What is it? Did you miss a question? I’ve warned you about time management.’

‘It’s not the questions, Miss. It’s … did you send Noel Patrick to the library?’

Akshara smiled to herself, shuffling her papers around and preparing to stand up. ‘Yes, I did, as a matter of fact.’


‘And then did Kiran go also?’ asked Nikita.

‘I believe she did,’ said Akshara, now picking up her bag and putting her things away.

The two girls grabbed each other and gasped in unison. This is going to be the lunch-break gossip, thought Akshara, wryly. ‘Is that all? I thought all this sudden interest might have to do with the actual subject I teach, but I guess I’ll go away heartbroken.’

‘Oh no, Miss,’ Tanya smiled wickedly, ‘we all just love English and you teach it so well.’

‘It’s my favourite subject, Miss,’ added Nikita.

Akshara laughed and rolled her eyes. ‘Thanks, you two. Now, you should get going before you’re late, and I’m late.’

They swished off, all bold and confident teenage girls in a manner she envied, and she wondered if she had time between classes to switch her cell phone on and check for messages. Mo would be busy all day, she knew, but still. Maybe he had sent her a text?

‘How Not To Be Needy.’

Don’t let him think you’re always sitting around waiting for him! You had a life before you met him, there’s no need to put it on hold just so you can wait for his call. Go out, meet some friends, go shopping, even if your mind is only on him, it doesn’t mean your body has to be!

‘What do you think, Miss?’ asked Nivedita, the girl who ran the school website. It had been Nivedita’s idea, a year ago, to replace their old-fashioned paper magazine full of amateur ‘creative writing’ and photographs of events that had happened months ago with a website that was updated every three days. Students could log in and blog as well, but since it was a school product, Nivedita had to spend hours moderating the content. She also had to make sure everything was approved by the student adviser, which, since she taught English and occasionally worked with the creative writing club, was Akshara.

‘It’s good, but maybe change that last sentence a little? It’s a bit suggestive.’

Nivedita squinted at the screen. ‘You think? Maybe you’re right.’ She deleted ‘your body has to be’ and replaced it with ‘he has to know.’ The prescience of the article struck Akshara then, and she asked, ‘Why are you putting this up?’

Nivedita rolled her eyes. ‘What can I tell you, Miss? There are some students who have been asking for advice and want a dating section added to the website. Like I don’t already have so much to do!’ Nivedita was solemn and serious; she was the kind of girl Akshara could see heading her own company in her mid-twenties. But sometimes she was too solemn and serious, like she had forgotten how to be a teenager.

‘I’ve told you before to get some help with the writing,’ she suggested now, gently. Nivedita might complain about the amount of work she had to do, but about the website she was as protective as a mother with a single cub.

Proving that point, Nivedita tossed her head. ‘No one else would do it properly and it would take ages to explain it all to them. I’m okay doing it on my own.’

‘It’s your last year in school,’ said Akshara. ‘Maybe it would be a good idea to start training someone to take over from you? It would be a shame if the website went offline after you left.’

She also wondered whether the students would be okay taking dating advice from Nivedita who, as far as Akshara could remember, hadn’t had a single ‘boyfriend’ or even male friend. She was single-minded, not un-pretty, but her seriousness made her look older than she was. Never a charming trait.

‘I know,’ Nivedita conceded, sulkily. ‘I suppose I could get one of the juniors to come in and help.’


‘I know they’ll be happy to do it,’ said Akshara, encouragingly. ‘It’s extra credit after all, and it means working with the computer!’

‘I think the computer might be a bigger draw than the website,’ said Nivedita, half-smiling. The school, unlike other fashionable schools, didn’t have a Wi-Fi zone and also, didn’t encourage students to bring in their laptops. There was an ancient computer lab, with one fast machine, the one Nivedita was currently occupying.

Some students filtered in and out, tossing her envious glances, but she ignored them. ‘Can I use the computer?’ asked one girl, and Nivedita said, ‘No!’ and Akshara thought the girl would go away, but she just stood there and said, boldly, ‘You’re not doing anything.’

‘Yes, I am,’ said Nivedita, ‘I’m working on the school website actually. So, go away.’

‘There’s another school website now, actually, which a lot more people read,’ said the girl.

Akshara tended not to get involved in student quarrels, but this made her raise her head. If there were another website, this was the first she was hearing of it. ‘What website?’ she asked the girl.

‘That’s what I came here to check, Miss,’ she said. ‘I heard about it in my third period.’ She showed them the palm of her hand upon which she had written down a URL with a ballpoint pen. ‘Can I?’ she said, with exaggerated politeness to Nivedita.

‘Miss?’ said Nivedita, looking annoyed and helpless.

‘Just for a minute, Nivedita,’ said Akshara, soothingly. ‘Let’s see what this new website is.’

It certainly wasn’t school-sanctioned, that much was clear when the orange-and-black background loaded. With tiny background music and flashing fonts, Akshara could barely make out what she was reading, but the two girls were engrossed. She saw as far as ‘Whoz da biggest S-L-U-T of 9C? We’ll give you a hint, she comez to schul in a blue Wagon R!’ before she realized that this was something she could get into trouble for allowing two students to read.

‘Who made this?’ she asked the girl, who was reading open-mouthed. The girl didn’t answer immediately, and Akshara grabbed her arm above the elbow and gave her a little shake. ‘Who made this?’ she asked again.

‘I don’t know, Miss!’ squeaked the girl and Akshara, remembering herself, dropped her arm.

‘Close it immediately,’ she told Nivedita, ‘I’m going to tell the Principal.’ She felt distinctly uncool making this statement, but she didn’t know what else to do.

Later that night, sitting across from Mo in his living room, she told him about it, and of course, he had to go online and find the site for himself.

‘This stuff is gold! Did you know Rinky Jain is dating three different guys at the same time and no one knows it?’

‘Mo, stop it! We’re not meant to read it.’

‘Why not? It’ll give you an insight into your students’ lives. Look, Rakesh Malhotra was caught cheating.’

‘That’s private information! This could seriously harm someone.’

‘It’s just a bit of fun,’ he looked up at her and grinned. ‘What’s the worst that can happen?’

She found out the next day, when she was yanked into the Principal’s office and told that Kiran had tried to kill herself because of something on the website.

‘Is she okay?’ asked Akshara, badly shaken.


‘She’ll be fine,’ said the Principal, wearily. ‘But we have to close it down. And find the students responsible. Kiran’s parents are adamant on that.’

Akshara nodded and then asked, puzzled, ‘But why are you telling me?’

‘Because,’ said the Principal, spreading her large pale hands, ‘I think it’s one of your students, Noel Patrick.’
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Our People


When Amisha was about thirteen years old, a gangly girl, with braces and out-of-control frizzy hair, she had been frog-marched to the wedding of a cousin–aunt (a cousin of her mother’s, who happened to belong to Amisha’s generation, making her more of a cousin than an aunt) in Agra. This was before Destination Weddings were a thing, and the fact that the bride and groom had chosen Agra instead of Delhi, where the groom was from, or Bangalore, where the bride was from, had drawn some admiration, and some brickbats. The brickbats from the older generation didn’t like coming so far and staying in the dormitory-style guest house that had been booked for them. Amisha’s mother, out of loyalty to her cousin, tried to keep the calm between the generations, and made Amisha run around fetching and carrying for the crones, so that they wouldn’t have a single reason to complain.

Weddings were Amisha’s least favourite thing, having been dragged to several, none of which stood out in her mind, except as a long blur of boring adult talk and greasy food and then the bride crying as they carted her off. It was all so terribly dull, not a thing for her to do, since none of her own cousins was anywhere near her own age, and still at a stage where scampering around the rented metal chairs was the most thrilling entertainment ever discovered. She was, on the other hand, in that interesting place between being one of the grownups, and yet, still being served dinner in the first round.

She found she quite liked the mehendi ceremony, more than she had in the past, especially sitting around in the fickle December sun, with the older young women, friends of her cousin–aunt’s, who made much more fascinating conversation than the knot of aunties where her mother was sitting. One spoke blushingly about a boy to whom her parents had introduced her, the others all hooted and whistled, and they made much of Amisha, adopting her into their fold, almost like a little sister. She had her own little sister, a six-year-old brat called Tulika, but luckily, Tulika was too young and too engrossed in Sunday morning cartoons to have been invited to something as adult as a mehendi ceremony.

There was nothing really remarkable about this wedding, except perhaps the sunrise ceremony, which got many people whining about having to wake up so early, but they all shut up really quickly when the first rays of the sun hit the Taj Mahal, making it glow golden in the background, as the couple exchanged garlands on the roof of a hotel. Amisha remembered being bundled up, a thick blue cardigan over her best salwar kameez, and her sister still grumpy, asking loudly, ‘But why can’t I sleep?’

‘Because you’ll remember this moment when you’re old,’ said their mother, but didn’t force Tulika into her best salwar kameez, letting her stay in track pants and woollen socks instead.

The sight of it, that monument of love, as the priest called it in his perfect, Sanskritized Hindi, waving an arm towards the Taj and the view, like he had personally invented it, coupled with the young love in front of it, yes, that was a moment Amisha would remember. Enough to wonder whether she and Derek should consider being married there, on a cold December morning, holding clay glasses of tea. She dismissed the idea as impractical. Agra had changed in the many years since Aarti was married there, and even if they did consider Agra, there would be everyone to put up, more complaints, and in her mind she had always imagined a low-key beach wedding. As low key as you could get with three hundred guests, of course.

‘Three hundred guests?’ Derek had asked, when they got engaged and she had called her parents excitedly to tell them, and her mother had instantly launched into wedding planning.

‘Well, yeah,’ she said. She was surprised he was surprised. He wasn’t some brand new expat, he’d been to his fair share of Indian weddings and surely, by now, he knew how this worked. She had taken pride in telling her friends that Derek wasn’t like all the goras they encountered around Bombay, no, he was totally acclimatized, unfazed by anything, open to all that his adopted new culture threw at him.

Three hundred really wasn’t that many if you considered that her extended family alone was about a hundred people. Then there were the people who had asked her and her family to weddings, plus some of their family, if they were close, then friends, and significant others of friends, and this was also allowing for his guest list, which wouldn’t be fewer than fifty people, she assumed.

‘Fifty? No way, babe. More like about ten,’ he said, when she told him her calculations.

‘Ten?’ Did he have no friends? No family?


‘Okay, maybe fifteen, at most. Not many people are going to come all the way to India for a wedding. We don’t do that.’

‘Oh.’ She tried not to feel hurt by this, but she couldn’t help feeling like this was a big deal only for her and her family. It was like they had much more to lose, and as much as she tried not to read too much into it, she couldn’t help but wonder if this was a sign about their entire relationship. She, in her own country, with her own wedding, he with the freedom to opt in or out as he chose, always with the lure of ‘home’, his own country’s passport lying, taunting her, in the bottom drawer.

Bombay girlfriends. She had seen enough of them to know what that meant. An expat posted abroad, taking to local culture in the best way possible—by dating a native. Most stuck to girls like her, educated girls, girls shaped by the Western concept of ‘dating’, who would know not to put too much pressure on them, who were okay having sex with them with ‘no strings attached’ and who, in turn, enjoyed the benefits of a global relationship. It didn’t just have to be Bombay, it could also be Delhi or Bangkok or wherever. But, at the end of the day, these foreign men had the choice of going back where they came from, being with someone from their own country, and dismissing whatever they had shared, even if it was for three years, with ‘Oh, when I lived in Bombay and dated this Indian girl’. A good cocktail-party anecdote. Better anecdotes were those who went all in, dating someone from a really conservative family, so they could talk about ‘marriage pressure’ and having to hide things from the girl’s parents and all that. And the girls left behind? Well, they could live with the fact that they were essentially accessories, or a future story, and most found it hard to find an Indian man to be with after that. To be fair, there was a certain number of foreign women who dated Indian men as well, but the men had the upper hand. And she knew so many more mixed-race marriages, where the man was Indian and the woman white. It wasn’t fair, but that was the way it was. She didn’t think she was Derek’s ‘Bombay girlfriend’, but you never knew.

She knew a girl, engaged to be married to an American, who had broken up with her a month before the wedding, citing ‘cultural differences’ as the reason. Everyone knew that girl. She had pretty much dropped off the radar after that, but you saw her at parties once in a while. No one brought it up. The American had gotten married, she heard, to another American, and they now lived in New York City. What if that was she and Derek? What if he came up on her Facebook page in five years, with his blonde toddler and his toothy blonde wife? But her grandmother had always told her that comparing her fortunes to other people’s misfortunes was bad luck, so instead, she took a deep breath, and focused on their upcoming wedding.

She hated too, that everything she knew about Derek, she had come to know from him. There was no context she could apply to him, no seeing him hanging out with old, old friends, or knowing about the school he went to. Even his last name didn’t tell her anything, while hers said so much, about her family’s history, what their ancestors did, even where they’d probably be living and which language they spoke at home.

‘Are these cold feet?’ she wondered. ‘Am I meant to be questioning everything about my relationship?’ What a funny term for marriage anxiety—‘cold feet’. When she thought of cold feet, she thought of her own feet, which were always cold. She loved to sneak them between Derek’s thighs to warm them. He was nice about it, never complained, instead drew her in closer, even in his sleep, so she was tucked under his chin and his arms were wrapped around her. Cold feet made her feel safe, because she had an excuse to be close to him. It was rare, because Bombay was usually warm, but the odd nights when the monsoon was incessant outside, and the fan was on low, and she forgot to pull out her only cotton quilt, she liked to snuggle. Face to face, well, face to chest anyway. Cement feet, then. Feet that were heavy. Why was she doubting this when she was so close to getting everything she wanted?

It was funny, but in the two years they had gone from ‘casually dating’ to ‘engaged’ she had never had a chance to meet his family. In India, this would be unheard of. As soon as she was serious enough about someone that marriage might enter the picture, she had introduced them to her family. Her family was slightly more lax about these things than others; elsewhere, if you introduced someone to your parents, you had to marry them. No two ways about it. But even though Derek had gone home to Australia a couple of times since they had been together, the timing had just never been right for her to join him. And he hadn’t gone since they got engaged, so the first time she would meet his parents, his three older brothers, their various offspring and spouses and girlfriends and whoever, would be at their wedding. That didn’t feel right. Even though her mother had said they should have an ‘intimate’ dinner before, just for that purpose, it still felt weird. If Derek were Indian, her mother and his mother would be planning this together. Derek’s parents had kindly offered to pay for the entire thing, weddings could cost a lot of money, and with the current exchange rate, they had a lot more cash. They had suggested it to Derek, who had passed it on to Amisha, who passed it on to her own parents, who were indignant.

‘As if we can’t pay for a wedding,’ sniffed her mother.


‘It’s going to cost loads, Mummy,’ said Amisha, patiently, but her mother wouldn’t have it. In the end, they had compromised on going halves, and all this through Amisha and Derek, the two sets of parents not even so much as calling each other beforehand.

It bothered Amisha. It shouldn’t have, but it did.

At least Derek had met her family, she thought, sighing. With her parents, the meeting had been slightly more formal, but twenty-three-year-old Tulika and Derek had got on like a house on fire. She was glad about that. Tulika and she weren’t particularly close, but she was her sister, and it was nice seeing Derek around her. Tulika had visited Bombay several times, talked about getting a job there, and Derek had, unprompted, told Amisha their new house had to have a separate bedroom, just for Tulika.

That was nice.

Also, when she was new to her relationship, Tulika had visited, and had happened to get very drunk with some old school friends that same night. Amisha had been sitting up waiting for her to get home, and Derek had not only come over to keep her company, but stayed after Tulika staggered in, reeking of vodka. He had held back her hair while she vomited, and then helped Amisha put her to bed. The next morning, Tulika had emerged, sheepish and sullen, and following Derek’s cue, Amisha hadn’t said a word to her about the previous night. Derek offered her fried eggs for her hangover, Amisha gave her a glass of water and a Disprin, and the whole matter was forgotten, she thought, until Tulika was ready to leave. Then she threw her arms around Amisha and said, ‘Thanks for being so cool about the other night.’ It was rare for Tulika to be affectionate and even rarer for her to say things like that, so Amisha treasured it, and chalked that down to another wonderful thing Derek had brought to her life—an actual, proper relationship with her sister.

She knew, from him, that he was close to his own siblings. ‘Four boys!’ he had told her, the first time she’d asked. ‘Can you imagine life for my poor mother? And we’re all stairstep children too, that’s one born a year after the other. At one point, she had to deal with four kids under six!’ And he worshipped his mother. ‘We all do,’ he said. ‘She’s so small, and she was the only girl in the house. She often borrowed my cousin, Janie, to come and stay with us, because she wanted another girl in there.’ Four boys, two dogs (Alexander and Hannibal), and a small house in Sydney. It sounded awful to Amisha, but Derek was proud of his family, that his father had started out as a bank clerk and made his way up to manager; that his mother was always home for the boys; that his brothers were all talented in various fields (Nigel was a dentist, and played the drums very well; Neil was a paediatrician, and had won surfing competitions; John was a pilot, and that was cool enough so he didn’t need a second hobby, but he also collected art. And Derek, who called himself the talentless one, but who, she knew, dreamed about being a writer, even in his finance job.)

The brothers had a regular email chain going, which they kept adding to; Derek had pictures up of his two nephews and his niece, whom he adored—all this just made her feel even odder about not meeting them. They were so familiar to her, mostly because of her probing questions, Derek didn’t really volunteer much information, and she had talked to Neil on video chat, once or twice, when he came online to speak to Derek and she happened to be in the same room. But Derek could answer questions about his siblings down to the last detail, like what their drink was or how they liked their coffee, if they liked it at all, and she barely knew these things about Tulika, and yet, he had met Tulika and she hadn’t met his people, and it was unreasonable, because they were in a whole different country, but they could have made the effort and flown down to Bombay, especially if they were as close as Derek claimed.
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Daddy’s Girl


Yusuf was forty-four, and exactly twenty years older than me. When I say ‘exactly’, I’m not even rounding off. He was born on the same day I was, twenty years earlier. His twentieth birthday was the day I was born. He celebrated his twenty-fifth birthday in Kanyakumari, having spent the previous two months travelling around south India, while I was excitedly blowing out the candles on a cake shaped like a princess. And so on. His age stretched, like the years between us, mocking me with all the life he had lived while I was still coming to terms with being alive. He had been married for fifteen years, while I was in school, and around the time I was in college, he got divorced. He had an eight-year-old son, whom he shared custody of with his ex-wife, who spent her time between Delhi and Bombay, trying to figure out what she wanted to do with her life. When I met him, his son was living with her. I liked the crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes, the salt-and-pepper of his hair, even the gentle middle-aged slump around his waistline. It wasn’t terrible, but it spoke of the life he had had before me.

He treated me well. I hadn’t actually been accustomed to that kind of treatment before. When he called me, often when I was on my way back home from some debauchery or another, he’d sound worried until I was home and in bed. I liked the way his forehead furrowed when he was trying to make sense of something, and the way he looked wearing his reading glasses. I liked the way he stroked my hair after we made love, I liked the way he placed his palm firmly and securely on the small of my back when we were out, announcing to the whole world that I was spoken for and taken care of.

I am normally a prickly person, I shrug away from too obvious public embraces, I don’t like it when someone tries to boss me around. I am all about being independent, but with Yusuf, it was less like he was trying to change who I was, and more about just the way he was. He wasn’t jealous, I’d sit around in shorts in front of my male friends, and he’d be okay with that. He trusted me, and he wanted to take care of me. I found that combination irresistible. My previous boyfriends were, despite first impressions, always so quick to feel insecure. I like guys, I’m not going to deny it, have never been very good with girls, and I’m in my element when I’m in a group of all men. I find they bring out a side of me that is truly me. ‘One of the boys’ is how I describe myself, and my other boyfriends couldn’t handle that after a while, even though that was the very reason they had liked me in the first place.

I grew up with a brother, in a large joint family, my father and his two brothers shared the house, which was three storeys. We got the ground floor, because my dad’s the eldest, and each brother had two kids, both boys. I was the only girl, and that meant I grew up a little spoilt, I guess, but also, that I’ve always been able to hold my own with the dudes. Then there’s my daddy complex, we were very, very close, my father and I, well, as close as a thirteen-year-old can be to her father, and then he died, really suddenly, really randomly, of a heart attack. He was a smoker, and he was a large man. This is before exercise got trendy and, being the giant Punjabi joint family that we were, there was always food. Like constantly. Someone or the other was always eating, even if lunch had just got over. My uncles watched their diet pretty quickly after that, and they both tried to step in to help us out, but it wasn’t the same. Especially when we all grew up, and then my second aunt wanted the ground floor for herself, because her older son had just got married and there was a lot of drama. My mother now lives on the top floor. I’m actually surprised they didn’t just move her into the barsaati and be done with it, considering how they were, but my mother’s okay. She’s chilled out and doesn’t need that much space.

When and if my brother ever gets married, then there might be a struggle, but we were brought up, after my father’s death, to ask for nothing from our extended family. My mother even made us come inside when she thought we were taking up too much of our uncles’ affections, because she didn’t want their kids to be resentful. My brother has a good job and hopes to buy some property that doesn’t come with a built-in family tree, and relocate the three of us there. I want my mother to sell her share of my father’s property, but she doesn’t want to get into the inevitable court case it’s going to turn into, like in many Delhi joint families, so she’s just staying put. Plus, over the years, she’s grown fond of my aunts, she was the first daughter-in-law, and helped ease the way for the other two. They respect her, but not as much as they respect having a larger home for their kids. It makes me sick.

So, right, daddy issues. It’s the first thing I told Yusuf about me when he asked me out. He was a friend of my producer’s, and I had just come off camera, and he looked at me and smiled, and his eyes crinkled up. He has a lovely smile. Even if I hadn’t liked him, I would’ve liked his smile. I didn’t like him then, I didn’t even know him, but something about those crow’s feet—so sexy!—made me want to get to know him a little better. I didn’t think I actually would, it was a random thought, along with ‘Maybe I should pick up some biscuits for tea on my way home.’

‘Shayna!’ my producer bellowed. ‘Nice work today!’

‘Thanks,’ I said, and smiled. I’m a weather girl. No, really. It’s a bit of a joke of a job, people always do double takes and go, ‘You’re a weather girl?’ but I somehow stumbled into it, and it stuck. I had worked in TV before, for a year, with an up-and-coming music channel, who promised me that they’d make me a VJ in six months. That never happened and I was sick of being behind the camera. Add that to my list of sins—I like to be the centre of attention. Hey, at least I own it. And when finally, after a long round of auditions, which, ‘by the way’ they told me I didn’t even have to do, the director gave the open VJ slot to his new girlfriend, and I just walked out of there. Didn’t send in my resignation letter, didn’t wait around for my last cheque either. I like to make good exits. Entrances, maybe, but I believe the best impression you can give is by how you walk away.

After a while of no work (helped by generous handouts from my mother and brother, both of whom also gave me a lecture to go with the handout each time, but neither of whom knew that the other person too was giving me money), I decided to try my luck at journalism. A TV channel was looking for reporters, I went in, happened to be in the wrong camera test room, and wound up giving a screen test for a weather girl instead. I think we’re called weather person now, actually. Anyway, I was called back, and I thought I’d give it a shot, and here I am, two years later. I’m good at my job. You wouldn’t think being a weather person requires much skill, but I’ve found that I can do loads to pep it up. Sometimes I banter with the anchors. Sometimes I make little jokes. But mostly, I think people tune in because I say a little something beyond, ‘Temperatures in Nagpur are expected to dip’. I’ll say that and then I’ll say, ‘So, better pull out those quilts and warm that chai!’ Stupid things like that really make people feel connected to you. I even have a fan site. It’s true.

That day, my boss was saying good job, because I had been talking about the monsoon. I had worn bright yellow boots, courtesy the wardrobe department, and walked out from behind my desk waving my legs about and brandishing a yellow umbrella to match. Okay, okay, it doesn’t sound that cool when I describe it, but trust me, it was pretty awesome. Yusuf was looking me over pretty admiringly about then, and he finally said, ‘I liked your boots. And the umbrella.’

‘Oh, that wasn’t me—that was entirely the wardrobe guys!’ I began sidling off and feeling embarrassed.

‘You looked good in them,’ he said, and I’m thinking who is this strange man? He was quite old-looking. I’m not going to lie, he definitely had passed the first bloom of youth. Old dudes have tried to hit on me before, I’m not being arrogant, I’m just saying, they have, and I’ve always found it really odd. I’m just, ‘Can’t you find someone your own age?’

My producer was looking at Yusuf and laughing. ‘Don’t flirt with my employees, Yusuf!’ he said, and I thought, ‘Oh, yuck’ but I smiled and again tried to leave.

‘I can’t help it if you keep hiring pretty young girls,’ said Yusuf, and this is where, I assume, I was meant to stammer and blush and giggle, but I didn’t. I just kept eye contact with him for a bit. I find that’s the best way to make men like that back off, just look them in the eye, and let them know you’re on to them. We used to have an Alsatian, and it’s the same trick I used on him when we were training him. Which meant that he listened only to me, because everyone else was too busy making him think he was the alpha dog, even though I tried to explain that’s not how it worked. Eventually, he got so confused, he bit my cousin, and had to be put down. I cried for ages after that. My family is really stupid. Most guys would have backed off, but not ol’ Yusuf. He held my gaze, like, I know you, and I’m not afraid and then he stuck his hand out and said, ‘I’m Yusuf.’

‘Shayna,’ I said.

‘Would you like to get a cup of coffee, Shayna?’ That’s it. No preamble. I had to admire his balls.

‘My daddy issues aren’t that big,’ I told him, and walked away. See what I mean about the impressive exit? I was slightly scared that my producer would be like, ‘Oh, how could you be so rude to my friend’, but I figured if he did, it wasn’t the job for me. I’ve never been so attached to something that I’m scared of losing it. I think that’s a good thing. And that would have been the end of that chapter, if I hadn’t run into Yusuf again. This time, I was at a bar, waiting for a friend who was late, and I just hate it when people keep me waiting. I think it’s disrespectful, and almost always, I wind up not talking to that person again. I’ve become slightly less rigid about it, because we live in Bombay, and the traffic is just so unpredictable, but on the other hand, since everyone is aware that the traffic is unpredictable, then why can’t they just leave their house earlier? I gave my friend a ten-minute stretch time, after which I was just going to leave, but I really needed a drink, and I had come all that way, and I didn’t want to get out and get back into the traffic again, so I sat by the bar and drank.


There are days when I feel kind of … melancholic, I guess would be the best word to describe it. Sort of sad, sort of poignant, sort of like I’m in a black-and-white art house movie and I’m looking straight ahead, my eyes filled with meaning. This city does that to you.

‘Shayna. What a delightful surprise!’ There he was, my middle-aged wannabe suitor, grinning at me, and happily taking the next bar stool, like I had asked him to sit down. I didn’t really want to be alone though, my melancholy phases are nice and artistic, but they leave me feeling maudlin, like I was going to burst into tears. I wondered if it was just PMS.

‘You look lovely tonight,’ he said, smiling at me, and I was thinking of being all frosty, but then, it was nice to receive a compliment, even if the guy was ancient. I smiled and said thank you.

‘Waiting for someone?’ he asked looking around, and I told him about my friend and how she was late and how this was the third time she was late. He looked very serious and said, ‘Absolutely. People who are late are just disrespectful.’

‘That’s what I always say!’ I said, delighted.

‘I would never be late to meet you,’ he said then, looking deep into my eyes, and yes, okay? It was a very cheesy line, but at that moment, I found myself doing something so unlike me that I wanted to step outside my body and give myself a slap. I blushed and giggled.

Three minutes later, my friend did arrive, and reluctantly—very reluctantly!—I left the stool and Yusuf by the bar, and we went and found a table.

‘He’s cute,’ she said, and I told her to be quiet. I was tingling slightly from my interaction, but there was no need to forgive her so quickly. At the same time, I was glad she said it, because it meant I wasn’t totally crazy for having this strange pit-of-my-stomach twisty feelings for some middle-aged guy. I hate to keep calling him middle-aged, but frankly, those were the only words that kept sing-songing in my head: MIDDLE-AGED MIDDLE-AGED, YOU HAVE A CRUSH ON A MIDDLE-AGED MAN!

Not that I admitted to myself that I had a crush on him, of course. It wasn’t so much a crush as a gentle obsession. I thought about him a lot. Regular melancholy was replaced by I-turned-him-down-once-and-he-may-not-try-again melancholy, which is huge, because you end up feeling sad and stupid. I don’t know what it was about that four-minute conversation by the bar that flicked the switch for me, but I enjoyed that conversation, even though all we’d done was talk about the traffic and the weather, Bombay’s go-to topics when you have nothing else to say.

It had been a while since someone had managed to do that to me. A long while, longer than I would like to admit, but okay, in the spirit of honesty, I had been single for two years at that point, and the last time I had sex was nine months prior. Hymens can grow back in that time period. I had received plenty of offers, but none that I wanted to take up. Quality control for the va-jay-jay, I thought of myself as a bouncer, and my panties as the velvet rope. Not everyone was getting into them. And while we’re being honest, I wanted to sleep with Yusuf.

I wonder if other people do this thing where you’re talking to someone and you randomly imagine making out with them. It doesn’t even have to be someone you’re attracted to, you’re having a perfectly normal conversation, and suddenly, your head is filled with images of the two of you kissing. You’re imagining him with his clothes off, and then the person says something you’re meant to respond to and you’re flustered, because of this sex scene that just happened, and you’re wondering, ‘What is wrong with me?’ and there’s no way to control it.

Maybe it is just me. Between the time I saw him at the bar and then saw him again, actually, on purpose, my head was filled with thoughts of the two of us hooking up, and I found myself getting turned on in the most random places, like not on my body random places, but locations, like when I was on set, and then I’d completely lose track of what I was about to say, or just waiting for a rickshaw, and then I’d lose track of the empty rickshaws that passed me, and before I knew it, it would be half an hour later, and I’d still be standing on the side of the road, having completely forgotten to hail one.

‘Shaaayna. Shayna? Shayna!’

I snapped out of my Yusuf-related reverie and looked at the person making all the racket, my ‘Office Best Friend’. Actually, my ‘Office Husband’, but since Vidur is so glaringly gay, a fact obvious to everyone except his doting parents who can’t wait for the day their darling son brings home a darling girl and has darling babies, I think of him more as a girlfriend, than an actual husband. Which is not to say we don’t flirt. We flirt like crazy, in the manner of all fag hags and their gay BFFs in American sitcoms, but sometimes it bothers me: I wonder if I’m playing to the stand, whether I’m seeing him as an accessory instead of an actual person. Worse—whether he sees me as an accessory.

‘We’re going out tonight?’ he asked. Vidur is also the person who comes out with me the most, being unencumbered by a romantic relationship, and I guess, also because we just look so damn good together. We really do. If you didn’t talk to him (which is when you’d realize he was gay), you’d look at us across a bar and think, ‘Oh, what a good-looking couple.’ People have said this to me, been all like, ‘Oh, you and your boyfriend are so cute together!’ and I put on the same fake voice and say, ‘Thank you! But I find it so hard to get him to marry me!’ and then Vidur will giggle and I will giggle and we are mean, mean people.

‘Where are we going?’ I asked him.

‘Only to the most happening club this side of the burbs. I got us on the list. Well, you and I and a bunch of other people, but we don’t have to talk to them. Bollywood types.’

‘Ugh, not Bollywood types. You know my opinion of them, darling.’

‘I know, darling, but in order to be cool, we must suffer some pain.’

‘Isn’t that beauty?’

‘Cool, beauty, same diff, ya. So, you’ll come?’

I considered my options. There was go home and watch some TV. There was, call up a girlfriend I hadn’t seen in a while who was due to get married to her Australian fiancé. Neither of those sounded very appealing. I was in a funk, sure, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t take my funk out. A funk can be very good company sometimes, and that’s when you break out the smoky eyes, the red lipstick and look dark and mysterious. Maybe, also, okay, maybe I was hoping that by some bizarre chance Yusuf would be there. Bandra is a small place, you’d be surprised who you run into.

‘No question,’ said Vidur. ‘Of course you’re coming. You’re becoming old and boring before your time.’

‘Thanks.’ I regarded him through narrowed eyes and then segued into thinking about my wardrobe. I had this new dress, lying unworn for a while, from one of the great sidewalk clothes markets that dot Bombay. It was black and swishy with gold detailing around the cleavage. I don’t have much in that department, but I have ways of making it look like I do. (Hint: some cleverly applied blush works wonders.)

‘You’re thinking about what to wear, aren’t you?’ Vidur has a way of reading my mind. I love him. I wish he were straight so I could actually marry him and be done with it.

‘We’ll go together?’ I asked him. ‘We can pre-game at my house first.’

‘Sounds like a plan. I’ve got to run now, give me a kiss.’ He leaned forward, I kissed his forehead. Kamala, one of the video editors, gave us a sourpuss look like she always does when we’re affectionate. She thinks we’re a) sleeping together and b) weird and unnatural. I think it’s been a long time since she got laid. There are some people who need sex so badly, it’s obvious.




Before we left that evening, fashionably late at ten thirty-five, I stopped at the full-length mirror we have in our corridor. Well, ‘corridor’ is what a broker would call it. It’s just this little gap between the door and the living room, which everyone calls a ‘hall’ in Bombay, and I grew up in Delhi, so I feel like a giant in Bombay houses. Ours, the one I share with my often-absent model roommate, is what the broker called a 1BHK, which means there’s a bedroom with a door, which is a luxury. By Model Roommate (whose name I don’t bother with, because she’s unofficially changed it to ‘Nasha’ and I find that ridiculous), I mean that she’s a fashion model, not a model of what a roommate should be. She is very often away or spending the night with one of her shady dudes. Our agreement was that I’d have the bedroom and she’d have the living room, sorry, sorry, hall, which means that the mattress she sleeps on has to always be out and in whatever state of disarray she left it in.

This agreement works in my favour, because I found the house and I looked for someone to share it with me, and in terms of real estate, the person who finds it is the one with all the power. On the other hand, I can’t, by our sacred roommate agreement mess with her things. (Also, she looked around when she moved in, sighed, rolled her eyes and said, ‘Fine. I’ll take it. But …’ this last bit within two inches from my face ‘don’t mess with my things’). We have to, unfortunately, share a bathroom though, but I have a shower caddy and her stuff is mostly gone when she’s not here, except for one crusty old razor lying under the sink.

It’s a good thing I don’t care much about a clean house, because it would’ve driven me mad, that unmade mattress, the mouldy sandwich in the fridge. Now I’m just like, ‘eh’ and I step over it. We couldn’t have had drinks at Vidur’s anyway, because his parents would’ve been around, and that ‘cramps his style’, he says.

I looked good, I thought. I’m not one for false modesty. I know I’m pretty, the mirror says so, people around me say so, and what’s the point of saying, ‘Oh no, I’m not much’? Some people have skills: you wouldn’t find, say, a computer programmer being all humble and saying, ‘Oh no, I’m not much at computers’, so I feel like looking good is part of my skill set. One of the things I was born with to help me get ahead in the world. Not that I’d ever use sexual favours to get something major, but I do admit to flirting with bouncers at clubs, with bartenders to get a free drink, and so on. Most reasonably attractive girls do, I think. If they say they don’t, they’re probably lying.

We arrived at the club and Vidur instantly set about looking for his friends, air-kissing one or two people, the boy can network, and I stood behind him, longing for my first drink.

‘There they are!’ he exclaimed and dragged me over to the corner where some people were sitting. I guess I said hello absently, my eyes still scanning the crowd over their shoulders, I didn’t know quite what I was doing. Somewhere inside me, I registered that I was looking for Yusuf, but then the rest of me, the sane part, was in denial about it. I finally made myself understand that he wasn’t there, and why would he be? The odds that he might be were quite low, and I don’t know why I was so disappointed. I mean, I hadn’t called him there, I didn’t even know where he lived, or if this was his scene at all, and so, I had basically based my whole evening on the fact that I had once, at one time, run into him randomly at a bar. I gave myself a little shake, and accepted the champagne that was passed my way. I don’t know where it came from, or what we were celebrating or whose bottle it was, or who was paying. My rule of thumb is, if someone offers you a drink, drink it. Why get into semantics about these things? The champagne was lovely, but it is my kryptonite, and by the second glass I was a little bit jaded, and a little bit giggly. So I’d mock everyone in my head, have another nice long chug of my drink and then smile about it.

In a little bit, though, the club got super crowded and the champagne had gone straight to my head, so I decided to go outside and smoke a cigarette. One of the girls I had been introduced to, whose name I didn’t quite catch, but who had been looking at me with this weird, intense look on her face, decided to join me as well.

I stepped outside, propped myself up against a pillar, one heel resting on it, the other leg crossed, and lit my cigarette so that the match flared and lit up my face for a fraction of a second. I took a long drag, looked downwards and slowly exhaled, looking upwards. It’s not a conscious thing, this posing, but ever since I was little, I’ve had a passion for music videos, and this is how the girls on them always are. Perfectly constructed body movements, haunted faces, against the music. It’s like the music is a foil for them, and vice versa, and they drape the melody around themselves like a fur coat. Even when they’re shiny, happy, dancing, the music is their accessory, their plaything and the two blend into each other. I used to long to be those girls, consciously, and now, I guess, subconsciously? Subliminally? Whatever it is, I often find myself falling into these poses, which, once upon a time, I used to practise in front of the mirror, with the music turned up high in my bedroom.

The girl who had followed me out tossed a look at me, the same intense one as before, but I think I’d had enough champagne by this point not to wonder about it too much. I just thought in my head, ‘Huh. Weird Intense Girl’ and I was about to ask her what her name was again, when she said, ‘May I have a cigarette, Shayna?’ And she knew my name and I didn’t know hers, which was socially awkward but it was unlikely I was going to see her again, so all I had to do was get through the evening, pretty much.

‘We’ve met before, you know,’ she said, lighting her cigarette, and looking at me with this almost hopeful expression.

‘Have we?’

‘Yes, once, you were waiting for a rickshaw, and I gave you a ride? Just off Linking Road?’

I did vaguely remember, I had been in a Yusuf fugue, and I had just been standing there, despairingly, when this girl had offered me a ride home. I hadn’t given it a thought since, and I certainly wouldn’t have expected it to be anyone I would meet again. I was surprised that she even remembered.

‘That was you?’

She nodded, and looked hopeful again. Was she expecting me to thank her again or something? I already had, on the day of, and I don’t believe in piling up gratitude out of proportion. One rickshaw ride, one thank you. I smiled at her and said, ‘That was nice of you.’ She continued looking expectantly. I didn’t know what she wanted from me. Maybe I could give her my next free glass of champagne.

And then, out of my pose, and with this strange confused expression on my face, someone tapped me on the shoulder and I turned around and it was Yusuf. And that’s really when it all began.
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The Antibiotic Pink Bungalow


My hotel is pretty shit, well, at least the sheets are clean, but it’s super basic. Not even hot water, not even your own bathroom. You ask the kitchen for a bucket and then you go to this cement stall-like thing, and pour mugs of it over yourself. I guess I’m cleaner in Goa though, because I’ve been in the sea a lot, and anyway, at under Rs 100 a night, what could I expect? At least I got one of the rooms to myself. I’m advised by the forty-something English dude, who is always outside, always in the process of rolling a joint, to buy my own lock. Not that I have any valuables anyway, but he said, ‘For safety’ and did the Indian head waggle he had no doubt picked up somewhere and now thinks is a cool local custom. This makes me think how I don’t notice the head waggle on my Indian friends, only on this guy it’s so glaringly obvious that it’s something he throws in for effect, I mean, he’s not even waggling it properly, it’s sort of jerky. But he seems like a sweet enough dude, and he’s been staying at this place for the last two months, so I take his advice and get a small lock. Also a torch and a mosquito repellent. I feel like a proper traveller.


I go to the Loons’ party a little after seven. It’s not hard to travel around Goa if you know how to get around. There is a bunch of young men on motorcycles who will ferry you around for a fee. I love motorcycles far more than any other kind of transport, so I strike up a deal with one of them, a guy called Joshua, who agrees to be my personal driver whenever I need him. He’s waiting for me outside the Villa Castellina, which is the (very promising-something-it’s-not) name of my hotel. But maybe I’m being too hard on it. This might be because the last time I was in Goa, I stayed in a luxe hotel, one of those old Portuguese villas turned into a boutique hotel, and our suite (because we had a suite) had a private courtyard with a sunken tub in the middle, which you could climb into and lie back and watch the stars. That was also with the ex—this last ex—so I tell myself that it’s better to be by myself and at the Villa Castellina, than on the 400-thread-count sheets of that fancy hotel with him. Oh, those sheets! Oh, that bed! One night and the lumpy mattress of the Villa Castellina has already given me a kink in my back. Maybe I’m just too old for lumpy mattresses and budget hotels now, but if Dreadlocked Old English Dude can do it, so can I.

Joshua revs up and we are off, my hair is flying behind me in what I fondly imagine is a Rapunzel-like fashion, all long and flowy, the princess on the back of the steed but, which, in reality, is probably standing up all around my head now. I have taken a small notebook with me. I have loads of these little handmade notebooks which are completely useless to write in, you realize after one or two tries, but make for good presents. At the last minute, leaving Bombay, I’d stuffed an entire packet full of them into my suitcase, for presents. Michael Loon looked like the kind of man who would appreciate a good handmade notebook.


‘This is the house,’ Joshua pulls over, jerking his head at a closed gate and waits for me to hop off.

‘Thanks,’ I say, dismounting. He waits for a second and I think to ask if he wants to join us.

‘No men,’ he says, scoffing. I like that he says ‘men’ instead of ‘man’, like the Bandra Catholics I know. He’s originally from Bombay, that is, his family lived there till Joshua was about five and then decided to move closer to the extended family in Goa. But some habits still stick. ‘Not my scene,’ he says, ‘I’ll be at the bar down the road. It’s called Blue. Call when you want to go home.’

‘Okay!’ I say. ‘Don’t drink too much!’ I guess I should be more nervous that my designated driver is planning to spend the evening in a bar, but hey, this is Goa. No matter if loads of people die in accidents every year. I have implicit faith in Joshua, even though he’s about six years younger than me, he’s got honest eyes. This is something that would make my flatmate Akshara choke on her iced coffee, she’s constantly telling me not to have too much trust in people, to be more street-smart, but I’ve trusted people all my life and it hasn’t done me any harm. Well, except for the ex, but I don’t feel like thinking about him yet.

I push open the gate as Joshua sputters off. It was high and imposing, with bamboo slats placed across the iron frame, making it impossible to look inside. This makes me feel slightly intimidated, I mean, seriously, what am I doing, just coming to a random beach shack person’s party? Is this how low I have sunk? Although, this is also quite exciting—all the possibilities that lie ahead this evening. I am young! I am cosmopolitan! I’m the kind of girl who gets invited to random parties in a random beach town! I imagine myself at a Bandra cocktail party, with a drink and drawling to someone, ‘Oh, yes, at this private beach party I was in Goa, something … something …’ Okay, so this may not be a private beach party, like the Villa Castellina isn’t an actual villa, but I like to fly my hopes high.

I notice, in the middle of all this fantasizing, that I have been walking through a compound for some time, and I still see no sign of other people. The house itself looms large and silent in the twilight in front of me. It’s quite ugly, in this antibiotic pink colour with yellow highlights. I’ve always thought the most depressing thing is white light in a room painted this shade of pink. Or that nasty pista green. In fact, even thinking the words ‘pista green’ makes me feel sad and nauseated. I’m getting a little worried. Maybe it’s a trap. I’m being sold into prostitution. I’ll never see my dog again. I even think of the newspaper story that will run: ‘When last seen, Ladli Gupta was going to a party,’ says motorcycle taxi driver Joshua, who ferried her there. ‘I tried to tell her not to go, but she wouldn’t listen. I blame myself. I should’ve gone in with her.’ I also try to pick what photo they’ll use with the article, probably something ‘full of life’, like one of me laughing uproariously, and looking like I enjoy my life. Unfortunately, I don’t have a single picture like that. Mine are all sad and full of angst. My favourite, the one that’s my Facebook profile picture, has me in silhouette, against the window, peering out. It just needed to rain outside and that would’ve been the perfect photograph. I must get more pictures where I look happy. No one will be sad if a sad-looking girl vanishes forever. It’s more poignant when she’s happy and laughing and you click your tongue and shake your head and feel all bittersweet at what a horrible world we live in and how glad you are, personally, to be alive and secure.

Too late to turn back now, I think, and push open the door. It swings open quite easily, and I walk through the house, which is also ominously quiet, but then I see a pair of tiny pink Crocs, and I remember with relief that the Loons have children. No one with children would kidnap someone and sell them into prostitution. Parents are generally nicer people than non-parents.

I smell chlorine and hear voices at the same time. Before I can open the screen door which obviously leads to the pool area, I am beaten to it by Girl Loon, who pushes open the door from the other side and regards me gravely. ‘Are you here for my daddy’s birthday?’ she asks.

I smile big, which is the only way I can smile at children, I’ve tried to be restrained and dignified, like the kind of adult I used to admire when I was that size, but all that comes out of me are clownish gestures, an over-the-top high-pitched voice and a stupid loopy grin. And the kids never fall for any of those. They always avoid me after we’ve had a couple of minutes of conversation.

‘There’s someone here for the parteee!’ she yells over her shoulder, and I hear Mrs Loon going, ‘Bring them in then, darling!’

‘Follow me,’ says Girl Loon, keeping her grave voice on. I can’t help feeling like I’ve been out adult-ed by this small creature. I am now facing the pool, and she points, ‘My daddy’s over there, Nina’s on the deck chair. She’s not my mummy.’

‘Okay,’ I say, not knowing how to respond to that.

She sticks out her hand, ‘My name is Alicia. Nina calls me “darling”. I don’t like it.’ I am still gazing at her with my mouth open, and she makes a ‘tsk’ of impatience, and takes my hand and shakes it. Her hand is small and soft and sticky. I didn’t know three-year-olds could ‘tsk’.

I remember my manners and say, ‘Nice to meet you, Alicia. My name is Ladli.’ Then she seems to forget about me and runs off, to jump in the shallow kiddy pool, where her brother already is.

‘Hello!’ calls Mrs Loon, waving from her deck chair. She looks very beach holiday and glamorous, in a low-cut kurti in sea green and sunglasses perched on her head. I feel grubby and motorcycle-haired. There are a couple of other people, all gathered around Mr Loon, who is passing out some barbecue stuff.

‘Hi,’ I say, tentatively, ‘I’m Ladli. Um … we met at the beach shack? Kinda?’

‘Oh, I don’t keep track of how Michael meets his guests.’ Mrs Loon is smiling brightly at me. ‘I’m Nina, you’ve met Michael, the kids are somewhere around.’

‘Yes,’ I say, ‘I just met Alicia.’

‘Precocious little poppet, isn’t she?’ asks Nina, without a trace of a smile on her face. ‘Jeffery is far more charming. He’s almost ten, so that maybe accounts for it. Alicia’s only five.’

Ah, five. I’ve never been good at figuring out people’s ages just by looking at them, and kids are the worst. Mrs Loon is walking towards the white plastic table that is the bar, and begins pouring out a glass of white wine.

‘I don’t drink white,’ I say, apologetically, and she starts and I realize the glass wasn’t for me after all, and begin to wildly overcompensate, rummaging around the bottles till I find a half-empty vodka, pouring in some juice and pretending like I had never said anything at all.

‘Make yourself at home,’ she says, sounding slightly bored, and wanders back to her deck chair. Oh. Okay. I guess she isn’t going to be my friend, although I’m now completely curious about how she wound up being a step-parent and where she’s from. The more I look at it, the more the rest of the family—mister and the babies—seem quite foreign. A little brown, but not Indian brown. Mister is rather pink actually, under his tan, and the two children are golden, and when they run about, so are the tips of their hair, especially when Alicia stands against the sun, then it’s like a halo around her face. She’s quite cute, I think, indulgently, sitting down one deckchair removed from the glamorous but unfriendly Nina, and watching the sun preparing to plunge into the sea.

Mr Loon spots me and waves. ‘Hello!’

‘Hello!’ I say, adding an exclamation mark and a wave of my own. Must be catching! I remember the present I’ve carried for him, and put down my drink, spilling a little on my hand while I search through my bag. He comes over, offering me a paper plate of charred meat bits that smell good despite the fact that they’re black and crispy round the ends. Still, I shake my head and he shrugs and puts it down anyway.

‘Don’t tell me, you’re the girl from the … shack?’

As I had met him only that afternoon, it couldn’t have been that hard to remember my face, but I smile and nod anyway. I never used to smile this much in Bombay. I told you, angst. It’s what I do best. But the Loons are smilers. (Well, clearly, apart from Wicked Stepmother Loon over there, but she’s not blood related to any of them.)

‘Tell me your name again?’ asks Michael. He’s quite nice-looking, in a quiet sort of way, with glasses and an unremarkable haircut, and a faded blue T-shirt with khaki shorts. I start imagining how he first asked Nina out, how she must have considered him for a second, maybe tilting her head to get a better angle and then slowly nodded yes. Then, oh God, I’m thinking about the first time they did it, and why is this image there, and Michael’s rather hairy chest and oh God oh God oh God!


‘Are you okay?’ Michael is looking at me, concerned, and I start and say, ‘Sorry! Sorry. My name is Ladli.’

‘And you’re Indian? Sorry, is that a stupid question? My wife is Indian, so I’m just fascinated.’ Hah. I knew it. Didn’t I say? I feel quite smug.

‘No,’ I say. ‘Not a stupid question, Goa is so global, so international,’ I’m waving my arms around gesturing like an idiot, but his eyes are wide and he’s nodding in complete agreement. ‘And so yeah, I’m Indian. Yeah.’ After all that gesturing my voice trails off a little bit, I can’t help feeling slightly anticlimactic. Michael is looking down at me like I’m some sort of genius though, and I can’t help basking in that a little. See, people don’t normally think I’m smart. They think I’m kind of flaky to tell the truth. Sort of spacey. In my own head a lot.

My friend Meera once described me by moving her arms up and down in waves and saying, ‘You’re like this, like this … dippy la la!’ I must’ve looked hurt or confused or both, because then she dropped her arms and stuck her chin out and said in a fierce voice, ‘That’s a good thing.’ I almost believed her. She has a good, convincing, fierce voice. But, but, no one really wants to be dippy la la, do they? I mean, it sounds like I’m some pink-and-blue Teletubby with a heart drawn on my stomach, or wait, was that Care Bears? Either way, one of the things I took away from my break-up (which I still don’t want to talk about) was that I wanted to be the kind of person whom no one could describe with a dance movement. Or an androgynous cartoon animal creature. ‘Take that!’ I want to tell my friends who picked his side during the break-up (even though they told me there are no sides, but once you say that, you’ve already picked one, haven’t you?). ‘Someone thinks I’m smart! Someone is looking at me with admiration!’ God, it’s been so long since someone looked at me with admiration. I’m getting almost weepy, but maybe that’s just the vodka.

‘Nina’s family is originally from around here,’ Michael says. ‘Well, this part of India anyway. The Konkan coast, I think it’s called. But they’ve been in America for so long, I think she’s more American than I am! My family’s Greek. They only emigrated when I was about four.’

‘Greek! How wonderful, I’ve always wanted to go to Greece,’ I say, inanely, but it seems nothing I can say will put this man off. He continues to look at me like I am a shining jewel of intellectuality. No wonder he’s married. Maybe even twice. He knows how to treat women.

‘I got you a present,’ I say, handing it over.

‘Aren’t you sweet?’ He opens it and flips through it and looks at me with so much gratitude in his eyes, I feel embarrassed. It’s only a stupid little notebook. And I’ve only just met him. He’s telling me how much he loves notebooks, how they represent a journey not yet taken, how each page has so much possibility and I find myself nodding and saying, ‘Me too!’ a lot.

‘Darling.’ Dun … dun … dun … dun. It’s the Wicked Stepmother, come up from behind us. ‘I think the food’s running low.’

‘No, it’s not, there’s plenty over here.’ He passes her a plate which she looks at and wrinkles her nose.

‘Well,’ she says, ‘the liquor then.’

‘There’s more beer in the fridge.’ He doesn’t look up at her, still playing with the notebook. I’m feeling hideously uncomfortable. What’s going on here?

Mrs Loon does a big sigh and rolls her eyes and then looks around. Then she turns back, her eyes gleaming. ‘Darling, it’s time the kids got out of the pool. They’ll catch a chill.’

‘Oh God, you’re such a mom.’ He says this affectionately though, and gets up. ‘But, you’re always right, and I’ll go get them out.’

‘Thank you, my love.’ They kiss, but the air between them is brittle and sharp.

He’s left his notebook behind, and Mrs Loon spots it, and picks it up, turning it between her hands like he just did. Have these people never seen a notebook before? ‘I gave him that,’ I say, before she can say anything insulting, ‘Um, as a birthday present. You know. I carried a bunch from Bombay.’

‘Aren’t you sweet.’ The same words he used, but without a question mark and said in a flatter tone, like she thinks I’m anything but. ‘I’m sure he loved it.’

‘He did, actually,’ I say, crossing my arms. Why am I being so defensive? Why is she attacking me? What’s going on? I long for Joshua to come sputtering up on his motorcycle to whisk me away somewhere, and we’ll walk on the beach and drink coconut water and I never have to see these strange people again. On the other hand, I really want to know what’s going to happen next, like I’m reading a book and they’re the characters, and I’m the omnipresent narrator, not judging, just observing.

She shoots me a strange look, and I decide to be the oil on troubled waters and all that and say, ‘So, Michael tells me your family is from around here?’

‘Ages ago. But my grandparents migrated in the late 1940s. I guess I’m, what? Third generation?’

‘Oh wow,’ is all I can think of saying. Mr Loon would have given me a look of appreciation. She gives me a look of contempt. It’s like she’s on to my Teletubby ways. I can’t help but admire her more than her husband as a result. Isn’t it weird how we sort of, at the back of our heads, always grudgingly admire people who are condescending to us?

‘The kids are cute,’ I say, to make up. Everyone likes compliments about the children they’re in charge of, right?

‘They’re not mine, they’re my cousin’s.’ She says this so bored and blasé about the whole thing that I almost miss what she’s said. She didn’t just … but that would mean.

My jaw must be hanging open a little because she looks at me, gives a pissed off little laugh and says, ‘I guess gossip is gossip all over the world. Yeah, Mike was married to my cousin, Anita. Those are her kids. We had an affair. It’s not unheard of.’ Her voice climbs higher, not quite as blasé as she was, ‘It’s not illegal. Mike’s always had a thing for South Asian women.’ Pause. Looks me in the eye. ‘As I’m sure you’ve noticed.’ I find myself wondering what Meera would do in this situation. She’s been in worse, and always emerges with her flag flying and a thrilling story for the next cocktail party she’s at.

Think, Ladli.

I meet Nina, eye to eye and I say, calmly, ‘No, I hadn’t noticed. But that’s nice for you.’ Apart from straight out accusing me of flirting with her husband, there’s nothing she can do. Although she might be capable of it. This is a woman who stole her cousin’s husband. Obviously, she doesn’t play by the rules. But I’m now so into this story that I never want to get out. I want to know everything. I want to bury myself in the Loons, well, not literally, but in their life anyway, be the fly on their wall, observe this whole twisted family. But Michael looks so normal, I think, and mentally tsk and shake my head.

‘Don’t judge us,’ says Nina, standing up and whipping her tunic off. She’s wearing quite a nice white-and-gold bikini and she makes her way to the pool. ‘Or do. Who cares?’ She turns her back to me, leaps up high into the air, and then arcs and spins into the water so smoothly that there’s only a tiny splash and then there’s her foot, pushing away from me, with a tiny rose tattoo on the ankle. It is, beyond a doubt, the coolest thing I’ve seen anyone at a party do. I wonder if Anita ‘The Cousin’ knows how to do a swan dive. I wonder if she sits around on a deckchair while her husband is hosting a party, and is rude to guests. I wonder if she addresses everyone as ‘Darling!’ and I wonder where Anita is now, while Nina is living her life.
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All the Old Practised Positions


The minute you spotted him, I knew that this evening was a waste of time. Just a minute ago, when you leaned back against the pillar, and exhaled with one practised move, I saw how stunning you were, how the yellow streetlight cast a soft glow over your features, making you look radiant and lovely. You’re wearing sparkles on your cheeks, and in the gap between your breasts, and you are shining and you pulse with vivid energy. I knew you didn’t remember who I was, but I couldn’t help hoping, and maybe I was looking at you too hard, looking you into me, because you looked embarrassed for a second and looked away. But I don’t know when I’m going to see you again, so I’m trying as hard as I can to keep you branded in my memory.

If maybe I could let you know how important this meeting is to me, to us, to our possible future together, maybe you wouldn’t be so quick to grind out the stub of your cigarette with the heel of your shoe and turn around, your eyes saying welcome to this strange old man who has come up to us. You think, a second too late, to appear not quite so eager, and that is when you cross your arms across your chest and let your eyes narrow into practised slits of indifference. But you’re not fooling me, and you’re not fooling this man. I’m not fooling him either, he takes me in with one glance and his eyes crinkle in amusement for a second, watching the byplay between you and me before he turns to you and kisses you on the cheek.

‘Ladies,’ he says, in a low, gravelly voice that’s meant to make us swoon but it only makes me cross.

‘Oh hello,’ you say, and without noticing it, maybe, you tuck a strand of hair behind your ear. You want him? This middle-aged man, soft around the waistline, who is far too uncle-like for you? It makes me so angry and frustrated that my teeth are clenching, I don’t even say hello or nod in acknowledgement, but the two of you don’t seem to care.

The rest of the evening, Yusuf, for that is his name, plies you with the combination of attention and distance that seems to be so attractive to a certain kind of young woman. I thought you were better than that. I know I should drag my eyes away, but when he gets you practically entwined around him—imagine you ever being entwined!—I can’t help but watch the two of you, his arm already resting in that curve of your back that indicates ownership. Mine! Mine! Mine! And other people toss you glances and his arm tightens even while the rest of his body pulls away and you’re forced to move forwards.

I can’t watch, I shouldn’t watch, but I keep going. I’m not a drinker, but when more drinks arrive, I take them, and Yusuf insists on buying all of us a round of shots and you do yours with giddy glee, and I dispose off mine into a nearby flowerpot and he’s noticed this, he doesn’t miss much, your fellow, and pats me on the arm conciliatorily and says, ‘I’m not much for shots either.’ I don’t want his stupid comfort or his stupid drinks. This evening was meant to be about you and me and how can it be when your brain isn’t registering anything but the five inches that separate you from the Old Man?

Finally, this, the longest night in the world, is over, and the lights come on in the club, and someone offers to take me home. I refuse, because I’m still tracking you, but I can’t think of a good enough excuse. Your friend, Vidur, is making going home noises to you as well, but you’ve shrugged him off, and before I know it, it’s all four of us, I, you, Vidur and the Old Man waiting for the Old Man’s car on the main road. I don’t know where we’re going, or why I’m in this group, but I’m glad that I don’t have to leave you just yet, not without us getting at least one step closer in our degree of acquaintance. I need you, by the end of this evening, to take down my number and to give me yours, so that before long I become invaluable to your life and not a day goes by without you waking up in the morning to a text message from me.

‘Everyone okay with white wine?’ asks the Old Man. The plan is, apparently, that we’re going to his ‘lovely, seafacing’ flat at Bandstand to have some more drinks. No one seems to think it’s strange that I’m joining you. In fact, in the car, Vidur waits for me to crawl in before he gets in after me. This means I’m sitting next to you, and our knees touch, carelessly, and just like that, the evening is wonderful and glowing again. You have slumped back and your head rests against the window. I sneak a peek at you, and notice your eyes are open, watching the road outside.

‘You okay, Shay?’ asks Vidur and you break away to look at him irritably. This, I realize, is your practised look of Meaning and Ponder, you affect a dreamy expression and look away to the horizon, hoping people will wonder what mysterious thoughts skitter around behind your half-closed eyes. You are so young and so full of artifice that you wring my heart and I squeeze your knee with great daring, just to show my sympathy. You don’t seem to notice but it feels like the air between us is somewhat kinder.

I’ll give this to the Old Man, his flat really is quite nice. It’s quite large, two bedrooms, one turned into a study/guest room, and bookshelves everywhere. A dog of indeterminate origin gets up to greet us, giving us all a sniff in a friendly fashion before flopping down on a rug. You and Vidur are drawn to the focus window in the middle of the living room, which looks out to the sea. No way can Aunty B’s flat compare to this, so okay, Old Man, you win this round. He makes his way to an old-fashioned bar cabinet in the corner and pulls out wine glasses for all of us, and then opens a wine cooler and chooses something which definitely isn’t Indian or cheap. I’m beginning to loathe him while, at the same time, as one does in Bombay, I want to keep him in my life forever so I too can have access to all these nice things.

Vidur is bounding about like an excited puppy, peppering the Old Man with questions: ‘How much rent do you pay?’ ‘Do you live alone?’ ‘What’s your dog’s name?’ ‘Will you—ha ha ha—adopt me and let me live here forever?’ Yusuf answers all the questions in a kind and indulgent manner and you look on with the same kind and indulgent face and I know you’re thinking, ‘Look how much Vidur likes him’ and loving him for being nice to your friend. I could be nice to your friend. In fact, I begin to shower Vidur with compliments about his outfit and I giggle a lot and flip my hair, and Vidur and you exchange glances and he goes to examine the bookshelves and you lean forward and say, ‘By the way, he’s gay.’ I don’t know what the appropriate facial expression for this is, I mean, I’m not interested in Vidur, but you obviously think I am, and maybe I could turn this to my advantage.


‘Oh,’ I say, and make a rueful face. ‘The good ones always are.’ By which, see how clever I’m being? I’m gay! And I’m a good one!

You laugh and tilt back your head to show your gorgeous throat, and then look at me with more interest than you have all evening. ‘Tell me about it,’ you say.

The Old Man has an old-fashioned record player, of course he does, probably from his own youth and he puts on some bossa nova stuff and extends a hand to you. ‘Dance with me,’ he says. Your face has lit up with the romance of it all, and that’s another point for the Old Man, he can dance as well. I grumpily scratch a mosquito bite on my ankle and watch the two of you. I must admit you make a glorious couple, him spinning you around with authority, you with your eyes shining, legs flying, face turned up towards him. There’s only one light on and the two of you are under it and you look like the picture of a couple who are deeply connected. Vidur and I sit at the dining table and watch you, and when the last samba rhythm plays, you both stop out of breath and Vidur breaks into applause. I follow, a couple of beats later. You are flushed and pretty and sure of yourself, and I feel a stab of love twisting through my being.

‘I didn’t know you could dance!’ says Vidur, half-accusatorily, and you shrug and flop down on the sofa. ‘I took lessons once, ages ago.’ All of us, in this room, are a little bit in love with you at the moment, and I think you feel it, because you smile a secret cat smile and drink your drink without further comment.

By this time, it’s early dawn and the crows have begun their morning song, while a lick of light appears across the grubby sky. Regretfully, I get up, and make my farewells. Vidur gets up also and we both turn to you. You’re looking at the Old Man with a question in your eyes and he must have answered it, because you say, ‘I’m not really tired’ and Vidur shrugs and says, ‘Suit yourself, I’m heading’ and you walk us both to the door, and already you’ve left us, even before you shut it definitively in our faces and I am forlorn because I’ve lost you forever. I don’t say much on our rickshaw ride home, but Vidur asks for my number, saying we should hang out again soon, and even though I’ve given up on you ever loving me as I love you, I still want to be around you forever, and so we do it, exchange numbers, as was my goal this evening, and the degrees between us have already lessened by one.

Here’s what Aditi used to do when she was first in love with me:


	Leave me little notes scattered around the house. Before we lived together, I’d find them pressed into my textbooks, into intricate origami shapes—a crane, a rose, a little frog. When we started living together, they’d be taped to the bread box, under my shampoo, amongst my underwear. They’d say things like, ‘Hello Gorgeous!’ and ‘Guess who loves you?’ and ‘I hope you have a special day, because you’re so special.’ Corny stuff, but it made me happy.

	When I was sick, she’d get my mother’s special khichdi recipe, that always makes me feel about five years old and safe whenever I eat it, and then she’d make it for me and sit beside me in bed while I ate it. She’d check my forehead with one cool palm and I’d feel warm and loved and happy and I swear I got better that much faster.

	Brush my hair. She loved brushing my hair. We’d be watching TV, and she’d make me sit at her feet leaning back against her knees and she’d brush out all the tangles with such a gentle touch that I couldn’t even tell she was doing it. Her own hair was short, but I left mine long just so that she’d brush it. Sometimes she’d hum under her breath while she was doing it, which meant she was happy too, and I’d reach out and grab her foot and sit there, feeling waves of happiness break all through me.



I’ve decided to stop thinking about you, this is the point in every one-sided relationship—whether it’s unrequited love or just quitting smoking—where you get really angry with yourself and say, ‘Well, I don’t need that.’ To make myself more self-sufficient and less obsessed, I start taking long walks, just up and down the streets of Bandra, carrying my camera along with me. It’s not a fancy camera, but it’s nice enough that I get most of the pictures that I want, which is mostly old houses. I love the old rambling Portuguese-style houses that still lurk in some corners of this suburb and I take many photos of each one. I’m replacing you with real estate, the shiny blue of the three-storeyed bungalow on Perry Road will be my substitute for the brown of your eyes. Sometimes, the owners of the houses come out and gaze at me suspiciously, which is when I shuffle guiltily to another angle, no doubt looking even shadier in the process, but so far, no one has asked me to move.

I stalk each house like I would a person, returning every week on my rounds to see if anything is different about it, and at night, I upload all my photos to my computer, separating them by folders named after the addresses. I notice that the green one with the worn-out trellis detail looks better in the late afternoon, while one that is nothing but an overgrown rambling garden, with a little bit of a house in a corner is definitely a night-time person, the way the streetlight catches on one window is particularly eerie and wonderful. I make friends with one bhelpuri guy who is at the junction of two houses, and every evening, a plate of bhelpuri is my reward for the walk and for keeping my mind occupied. Sometimes, I think about you, okay, I think about you a lot, how amazed you would be at my knowledge of these houses, how maybe you’d want to come with me and peer up at them and speculate about their history. And then I’d buy you a bhelpuri and kiss you afterwards, even if you had onion breath.

Aunty B might have noticed my sudden desire to be out of the house more; in the past all I did was come straight home from work and lie in bed gazing at the ceiling until I was called to dinner. Then, I’d eat and go back to lying in bed gazing at the ceiling. But she and Fazia say nothing about it, even though I notice they begin to treat me with great kindness. On my birthday, which is unremarkable in any way, I am summoned to the drawing room and there they are, the two old ladies, in front of a chocolate cake with two candles on it, shaped like a two and a nine. ‘Happy birthday!’ they chorus, and I want to cry a little bit. My parents have already called, but they are weird and distant ever since the Big L announcement, and they just wish me happy birthday, tell me they’ve put some money in my bank account as a present and hang up as fast as they can. My brother has, as usual, forgotten, but I’ll get a video call from him sometime this week, I suppose.

No one at work knows, so really, the only people in my life who have marked this as an occasion are these two, and I feel gratitude and shame for having bitched about them in my head. I cut the cake carefully, and Fazia hands out slices, and Aunty B asks what my plans are for the evening and I tell her I have no plans and she looks astonished. So we have our own impromptu party, Fazia makes the kebabs she had been planning for tomorrow’s menu, and Aunty B offers me a glass of Scotch which I decline and we all sit around and watch TV till about ten, when she yawns and says she’ll turn in. I decide not to go straight to bed but go for a walk instead, it’s still busy outside although my little household is fast asleep. I walk around my houses, one of them is having a party, there are fairy lights everywhere and I stand outside looking in. There’s an old lady playing the piano, sounds of loud laughter emerge and a little girl in a pink frock is being chased around the garden by two little boys. The music switches to chords I know and then the whole house reverberates with Happy birthday to you, happy birthday to youuuuuu, happy birthday, happy birthday, happy birthday to you. I pretend they’re singing for me, and for a very short moment, I feel a sliver of hope. I’m going to be okay. And I’m not giving up on you.
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A Dialogue in One Tone


– I’m going on a date.

– You’re what?

– A date. I have a date.

– No, wait, say that again, louder.

– Aksh …

– I don’t believe I heard you correctly.

– Look, it’s nothing, it’s stupid, it’s this girl I met recently.

– Oh. You met a girl recently. I see.

– Don’t be like that.

– Like what?

– You know like what.

– Like I’m not one hundred per cent happy for you and your date?

– Look, forget it, okay? Forget I said anything.

– I’m meant to forget that you have a date?

– Just drop it!

– I can’t just drop this, Mo. You have a date. I can’t believe a) you have a date and b) you thought it was okay to tell me about it.

– What’s the big deal?


– What’s the big deal? What’s the big deal?

– Akshara. Now don’t get all emotional and hysterical.

– I love that. If I were a dude you wouldn’t be telling me I was emotional and hysterical, you’d think I was having a perfectly normal reaction to some pretty crazy news. You think I react entirely from my uterus?

– It’s not like you and I are …

– What? Fucking? Last time I checked which was, oh, last night, we certainly were.

– Dating! It’s not like you and I are dating!

– Oh my God!

– Forget it, okay? I’ll cancel the date.

– Oh my fucking lord!

– Aksh …

– I do not believe you. I. Do. Not. Believe. You. You are the most …

– I told you I wasn’t ready for a relationship!

– By ‘relationship’, and yes, I will totally do the air quotes even if they piss you off, by ‘relationship’, do you mean there has to be a bit where you say, ‘Will you be my girlfriend?’ and we hold hands and skip off to our home room together?

– Look, I’m just not looking to settle down right now. Jesus, calm down.

– Nor am I! Am I saying let’s get married and have babies? No! But we’ve spent every single night together since we started fucking, and we talk about our days and have dinner together and this feels pretty much like a relationship to me.

– Will you stop saying fucking like that?

– It wasn’t ‘making love’, obviously, stupid me, so what else do I call it?

– I care for you a lot, you’re my friend, but I’m just not the kind of guy who can be with only one woman at a time.


– That’s soooo typical. It’s like your get-out-of-jail free card, isn’t it? Blame the concept of monogamy.

– You’re not even making sense right now.

– I don’t have to make sense. You’re an asshole. I’m leaving. Enjoy your date.
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With a Little Help from History


At half past nine on a Tuesday night, Amisha put the finishing touches on the salad she was preparing for dinner and surveyed her kitchen. It looked quite clean, considering she had spent the last two hours cooking. Derek had taught her to clean as she cooked, and everything was rinsed and put away and the soup steamed cheerfully and the chicken parmesan looked delicious. She carefully laid the table with the blue-and-red plates she loved, folding down cloth napkins under the knife and fork and spoon. He had been working very hard recently, and Amisha thought a pick-me-up three-course dinner might make him feel a little more cherished.

More and more, she was relishing her role as a housewife, the perfect homemaker. She still had a job, but that played only in the back of her mind, the minute she had got engaged, she had thrown herself into domesticity with a fervour that scared her sometimes. This was not feminist behaviour, but the joys of a perfectly dusted house, everything in its place, planning and cooking a meal, these were things she loved. And they were so easy! Cooking had never been one of her skills, in fact, back in the day when she had been still single, she had flaunted her non-cooking as a badge of honour. Not for her the boring dull domestic duties that couples had to do. She was free to eat home delivery and sit in front of her TV all night, vegging out whenever she pleased. Occasionally, when she was feeling broody, she would made a simple pasta, but that was just stuff from her fridge thrown together. Macaroni and Chinese chilli garlic paste. It was about as disgusting as it sounded, and yet, she had liked being able to feed herself, it made her feel self-sufficient and powerful.

Once Derek and she had gotten together, however, she began to buy cookbooks. It began with a simple browse one Thursday, on her way back from work, she had spotted an unobtrusive sign advertising a book sale in one of the nearby buildings. It was obviously a homemade sign, the sale, too, was of a very amateur variety, a family trying to spring-clean who had gotten the entire building society involved and were having a sale on rented plastic tables on their lawn. They seemed surprised that anyone who didn’t live there would actually come. The books too were not great, a whole pile of pirated bestsellers, someone’s old magazines and a couple of kids’ colouring books, already half filled in.

She had desultorily walked around, picking up a grubby pink teddy bear at one point, or examining an old chair which had some potential if she were to repaint it and add new upholstery, when she saw a pile of books, not arranged, but just dumped on a table. Piles were her undoing. Even when shopping for clothes in one of the export fashion stalls all over the city, she never could resist a good rummage, even though the shopkeepers had grown wise and now went through the piles themselves placing anything that was attractive on hangers and marking up the prices. The rummages usually never yielded anything good, and yet, she began to sift through this pile of books, her fingers growing dusty and she almost gave up and went away till she stumbled upon a box set of cookbooks. Pasta, Meat and Vegetables, The Best of Italian Cuisine Made Easy! She was usually suspicious of anything marked ‘made easy’, for, in her experience, they rarely were, but thumbing through, they did look quite doable, and best of all, most didn’t involve any preheating of the oven or using a blender, two kitchen appliances she was wary of.

‘It’s good,’ said the lady manning the stall (or would it be womanning the stall?) whom Amisha had not noticed till that moment.

‘Pardon?’ said Amisha, politely.

‘Those books, they’re good, they helped me when I first got married. My kids loved it too.’ The lady looked bored, idly tapping a thumb on the side of the table.

‘Why are you selling it then?’ asked Amisha, and then felt bad, because that sounded a bit rude. ‘I made them all, I know them by heart.’ She shrugged. ‘My kids are in college now, my husband has passed away, so for whom will I keep these cookbooks?’

Amisha was taken aback by all this sharing, and it made her feel awkward enough to buy the set, and then she felt annoyed about feeling awkward and hurried away from the stall as soon as she could.

Later, dusting them and putting them away, she began to think of the woman as a newly-wed. Obviously, the books were quite old; thumbing to the front she saw that they were published in the late 1970s, and had all the little illustrations and matte photography she associated with that era. On the front page of Pasta, someone had written, ‘Dear Konkona, Keep him fed and he won’t stray! With many wishes to you on the start of your married life, Eva.’ It was written in careful ink, not ball point, and she could imagine Eva, maybe a friend from college or something, going over to Konkona’s when she first got married, and spending a large chunk of her salary on a good-looking set of cookbooks.

Amisha hoped no one would give her and Derek cookbooks. If she had to wish at all, she wanted all her wedding presents to be hugely impractical—a crystal decanter, two swans made of china, a rug too precious to be put on the floor. She couldn’t share this wish with Derek, who wanted serviceable things, a real cappuccino maker, a waffle iron, and so on, but how could she explain that she wanted heirlooms? Something to put on a high-up shelf, something she’d let her children touch, but not hold, with reverence, something she could pass on to them one day. Her family owned no heirlooms, apart from some jewellery her mother had put aside for her. There was no item of household sanctity that would one day be hers, no precious plates, no porcelain figurines.

They hadn’t been that sort of family: when her parents got married, they were quite economical, poor wouldn’t be the right word, but they were definitely struggling, so people gave them household goods, which they were using to this day, a pressure cooker, a set of steel utensils, a toaster. Now, that toaster gave Amisha a mild shock each time she used it, but her mother refused to throw it out. The books could have been a sort of keepsake for Konkona’s children, if she had chosen to hang on to them. All their childhood favourites, in one place. Maybe Konkona only had boys though. They would probably not be interested in cooking.

That night, after she had brushed her teeth she decided to take the cookbooks with her to bed, just to flip through. There was a weekend coming up and usually she met Derek at one of their favourite restaurants, but this weekend, she decided on impulse, she would cook for him and blow him away and he would be struck by his own good sense in proposing to her. Not that she felt he was going to change his mind or anything, it was just good to keep reinforcing his decision. The Pasta volume looked the simplest, and had some lovely photos of the finished product, and so, sniffling a little from all the dust between the pages, she began to read. Only to realize that Eva had put a lot more thought into this gift than she had first realized. Some recipes had stars by their names, with Eva’s clear blue ink saying things like, ‘Add some extra chilli flakes for a real kick!’ or ‘This one is so simple and easy to make, and yet you’ll look like a star’. She decided on that one, which was a Spaghetti Carbonara. Eva would be pleased.

When she went shopping for the ingredients the next day, a piece of newspaper marking the page, she imagined Eva keeping her company. Eva seemed like a good friend to have if you were about to get married. She imagined her wise, with maybe three children, managing to juggle a job and her household. Maybe she had received Konkona’s wedding invitation in the mail, with a toddler attached to her leg and a baby in one arm. Maybe she had held it out and thought about Konkona, the girl she used to know and the girl she used to be. She was probably too busy to attend the wedding and sent a note of apology later that week, just after she had put the baby to bed. Amisha imagined Eva as a sepia-coloured girl, with a long braid down her back and probably on a swing. This image was probably from a photograph or a painting she had seen somewhere, but her brain made it Eva’s, and there she was, in all her old-fashioned glory, recommending that she use full cream milk for the carbonara sauce, and frizzle up the bacon so it was fried to a crisp and was like toast for ‘that unexpected crunch!’

Later, Derek ate it and looked at her with wonder. ‘This is really good,’ he said, getting up and kissing her on the forehead, ‘I didn’t know you could cook.’

‘Oh, I thought I’d try something new,’ said Amisha, smiling- and she imagined Konkona and Eva in the kitchen smiling too, arms crossed. Amisha cooked from the beginning to the end of Pasta and Eva’s notes helped her the whole time. She even managed to make a lasagne one day, one of those scary ‘preheat the oven’ recipes, and one of the last in the volume. ‘I tried three times to make this!’ said Eva’s handwriting. ‘Papa finally put his foot down, but then I succeeded and we had no leftovers the next day! Great for impressing your new neighbours!’ Eva’s father was probably a dour, strict man who loved her very much without ever saying so. Maybe he had raised Eva on his own, as a single dad after his beloved young wife passed away in childbirth. Watching Eva grow up would be hard, because she bore such a strong resemblance to her mother, but he loved her and the two doted upon each other. Amisha added a sepia-coloured father with a bristly walrus moustache and a walking stick to the portrait. Eva no longer had kids or a husband, she decided, only a father whom she took care of and cooked for.

She never fully admitted to herself that she was doing this but she began to surreptitiously scan the obituary section to see if anyone named Eva had died. This was silly and morbid, maybe the real Eva had died a long time ago, but she couldn’t make herself stop. Once there was an Eva, Eva D’Costa, and Amisha’s heart stopped for a second, but Eva D’Costa was in her forties and her Eva, Cookbook Eva, would be at least in her sixties by now. Amisha had a crazy urge to go back to the building which had had the sale, find Konkona, whatever her last name was, and ask her where Eva was now. She wanted to find the real-life Eva, wanted Eva to stroke her hair and give her tips on marriage, old-fashioned 1970s tips, which would have suggestions like, ‘Wash yourself before you go to bed, no one likes to sleep next to a smelly person!’ Not all this new age ‘talk about your feelings’ stuff, which she could figure out on her own.

Vegetables was a little harder to swallow. Primarily because this cookbook was written during the 1970s when the baked vegetable dish was the height of fashion. Amisha remembered her own cook making it for dinner parties as a vegetarian option and, having faced it at many other parties, felt bad for the vegetarians among them who seemed only to have one choice—boiled unappetizing veggies with a cheese sauce baked in an oven. Then, it was fancy and ‘conti’, now, as she dutifully cooked it and placed it in front of Derek, they both only managed two portions and the rest had to be packed up and given away to the maid, who was thrilled. But by now she was committed to seeing what Eva had to say, although it seemed she had run out of steam, only one-word comments accompanied the recipes, ‘fantastic’ and ‘so flavourful’ being two. Eva, clearly, had been no more into her vegetables than Amisha was.

This was clear by the time they got around to Meat. Amisha had started thinking of it as ‘their’ project, she and Eva and Konkona in it together. Konkona had made this lamb, added that pasta, run her finger down the same list of ingredients as Amisha. Eva provided the moral support the two of them needed—‘not as hard as it looks!’ was one of her favourite notations—and Amisha took heart and imagined Konkona thirty years ago taking heart too. Steak was on the menu tonight; even though Eva had said lamb would do at a pinch, because beef was difficult to serve to people, Amisha decided to follow the original recipe. She brushed the steak with the marinade and placed the two pieces of meat in the fridge, for two hours. ‘Go paint your nails and look fresh for your husband while this is happening.’ Towards the end of Meat Eva had stopped using exclamation marks. They had seemed to be her favourite form of punctuation, but now she seemed a little wistful. Eva sitting under a naked bulb, the new books open in front of her and writing her little annotations late into the night. ‘Cook this for your mother-in-law to make her think she made the right choice for her son.’ Her father might hear her stirring, but he wouldn’t say anything, except maybe a gruff remark the next morning. Eva, who maybe never got asked to get married, an older woman, a spinster, sitting at home, caring for her father and cooking lovely meals for no one to appreciate. Amisha felt her eyes filling up with tears at this image and then she shook herself guiltily. I must be PMSing, she thought, and took the steak out to start cooking it.

The chicken parmesan was one of Eva’s favourite recipes. She had finished the box set about eight months ago, and had actively begun to search out new recipes, mostly on the Internet. Chicken parmesan had been a great hit. They had invited another couple over, and everyone had finished eating and praised her and she had stood there, cheeks flushing, clutching a fresh bottle of white wine, and in that moment, she felt a profound sense of gratitude. ‘My little nephews love this!’ Eva had said about chicken parmesan. ‘Cheese and chicken are their favourites, and when the little ones come, you should try this recipe too.’

Amisha no longer thought of Eva as a person to be pitied. Instead she imagined her, bustling about a kitchen, catering to nephews and nieces, father and sisters, always with an apron on and always urging you to ‘taste this!’ She probably gave cookbooks to everyone she loved, and Konkona had gotten years of happiness out of hers. This, this old box set was what she would pass on to her children, Amisha decided, along with Eva’s notes. The 1970s recipes would live on for at least another generation. And she began to make notes in her books too.
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The Next Song on the Playlist


Here’s the thing, yeah? People judge people. I mean, even the holiest of people who are all, ‘Walk a mile in a man’s shoes …’ and so on, and by the way, that makes absolutely no sense to me, because I have feet of a specific size and if I were to walk a mile in someone else’s shoes, all I’d ever have to show for it would be blisters, anyway, even they’re not immune to judging. They may call it something else, an opinion, maybe or a ‘vibe’, oh God, the word ‘vibe’ makes me feel that tingly feeling you get when someone drags their nails down a blackboard, and ew, even just saying that out loud gave me that same feeling. Anyway, so when stuff with Yusuf started heating up, I could feel the judginess all around me, but it was like we were in bubble wrap and you’d have to pop all the little blisters before you got through to us. There’s this song, by this young guy called Mika, who normally isn’t my kind of singer, his voice is too high, and I like my male singers to be all gravelly and deep-voiced, anyway, so this song goes We are not what you think we are, we are golden. And that pretty much summed up our relationship. Mine and Yusuf’s, that is, not mine and Mika’s. I don’t even know the whole song, just that one line, which kept repeating in my head each time we went out.

It’s not like things magically happened that night I spent at his apartment. Oh, did I not say that? Yes, so after we went to that ridiculous club which Vidur dragged me to, we, I, Vidur and this other chick, all went back to Yusuf’s, and I was sitting there, looking around. He really did have a very nice house, and a dog. I’ve always been fond of dogs, and he played some music on a record player which I thought was so cool and so retro, and I just couldn’t believe I was In. His. House. After yearning for him for so long, I expected the reality to be a bit of a come-down, if you know what I mean. Like, New Year’s Eve normally is. But actually, he took my hand and asked me to dance something complicated, and I was a bit taken aback, because first of all, I don’t know how to do dances which require steps. Second of all, my heart was thumping so loudly, I was pretty sure he could hear it. But he pulled me close, not in a sleazy way, I mean, my breasts barely touched his chest, but his mouth was level with my ear and he whispered, ‘Follow my lead’ and oh my God, it was the most incredibly sexy thing.

He’s not the most attractive man in the world, not even the most attractive man I have ever been with, but he is so confident. Most of the guys I had dated until then would be shy around me, it would be up to me to take the lead and once they were sure they had me, they’d get all complacent and lazy. With Yusuf’s palm firmly on the small of my back, I didn’t feel like he would ever get complacent. He knew his way around my body, and I still had my clothes on. I was so sure of him, of the pressure on my back, of the way his eyes never left mine even as we swooped and whirled across the room that I didn’t even hold back when he dipped me. I just let myself go into the moment, feeling my hair touch the floor, that’s how low I got, and breathless, this is where I’d normally laugh and straighten myself up, but his eyes still held mine, and he wasn’t smiling, just looking at me, like we had just finished making love and he was suspended above me, and it was the three minutes after where neither of us said a thing, just gathered our thoughts and calmed our heart rates. I was genuinely startled by the applause that Vidur and the other girl broke into, like we had an audience for our sexy times, and I gasped, and he let me up and finally I looked away, pushed the stray bits of hair away from my eyes and behind my ears and then I managed to smile and bow for the other two and pretend like it was nothing.

They left, finally. I didn’t. Vidur tossed me an inquiring look and I caught it and tossed it right back at him. He shrugged okay, and steered the other girl out of the door by her shoulders. I hadn’t stopped to consider if Yusuf even wanted me there, but why wouldn’t he, right? For a long time, I just sat at the dining table, watching him as he cleared away the glasses and turned off the music. I began to wonder if he even noticed that I was still there, but he shot me a glance every now and then, and I sat with my knees under my chin, all curled up and he smiled and said, ‘You look like a little girl.’ Strangely, this didn’t turn me off as I suppose it should have. ‘Look,’ he said then, and gestured out of the window, ‘the sun’s rising.’

‘Uh-huh,’ I said. I wondered if this meant he wanted me to leave.

‘You must be tired,’ he said and did a big yawn. ‘I’m tired. Come on, let’s go to bed.’ A strange squiggly feeling of excitement began to build up in my stomach as I followed him, but all he did was show me to the guest bedroom.

I must have looked as confused as I felt, because he laughed, reluctantly, and leaned forward and kissed me on the forehead. On the goddamn forehead. ‘Want something to sleep in?’ he asked, pushing past me to enter the room, and pulled out a T-shirt and shorts from the cupboard. I couldn’t speak, I was so angry, but I took them from him and he smiled and said, ‘Good night!’ and walked out, closing the door behind him.

I stood there in the middle of the room, feeling foolish, but then, as I shrugged out of my dress and let it fall to the floor, I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror and I looked nice. Hotter than anybody he had recently slept with, that’s for sure. So, I opened the door and walked through the house in my underwear which, that day, was lacy boy shorts and a push-up bra and opened his bedroom door and slipped into bed next to him. This was not something I’d usually do, men didn’t normally require that much persuasion, but it was kind of hot, me being the aggressor. He wasn’t asleep, of course he wasn’t asleep and he was rigid as I pressed my body into him. It’s weird being the big spoon. I let my hands wander from his back to his front and he stopped me before I could go below his chest. Just caught my hands, and we lay there in uncomfortable silence.

‘Wha-haat?’ I asked, and I could hear the whine in my voice.

‘Go back to bed,’ he said, still facing away from me. ‘And tomorrow, well, today, since it is morning, I will take you out to dinner.’

‘I don’t want dinner,’ I said, coldly, and moved my hands away from him.

‘You might feel differently tonight,’ he said, and there was a smile in his voice that made me want to throw something at him. Something heavy and glass, preferably.

‘I’m going home,’ I said, and walked out, going back to the guest room and dressing deliberately, not rushing, so he could come back in whenever he wanted. He didn’t, though, so I slammed the door quite hard behind me and felt a bit better. Nothing like a good old-fashioned door slam when you feel like you’re having a tantrum.

Luckily, I had the day off. Normally, we rotated our days off, so that everyone had a chance of a free weekend every now and then, but it had been a long time since I had had a full Sunday to myself, and I was also grateful that I wouldn’t have to deal with Vidur’s questions at work that day. He’s not, I suppose, as super annoying as most people about it, but he has this, ‘If you’re not going to tell me, then I’m not even going to ask’ policy going on, which means he’ll never come out and ask you, but he’ll sort of drop pointed hints and digs for information throughout a conversation. After a while, getting weary, you can’t even say ‘Shut up, Vidur’ because then he gets this wide-eyed hurt face and says, ‘Why? What did I do?’ Sometimes he descends into a deep sulk, and all these things combined, are more irritating than him actually wanting the story in the first place, so you just tell him, out of self-defence and watch him judge you in three seconds flat. Now there’s a guy who would never, ever, not even if his life depended upon it, walk in another person’s shoes.

I wasn’t very tired when I got home. Model Roommate was in, which was a miracle, considering I hadn’t seen her in two weeks. ‘I thought you were dead,’ I said to her, on the way to the fridge. She snarled at me, and went back to painting her nails glittery blue. It wasn’t a good colour for her. TV shows and movies have made our expectations of roommates ridiculous. Everyone wants a new best friend. As for me, I just wanted someone to split the rent with. The less I liked her, the better, because that meant I wouldn’t have to be involved in her life. It’s one of the things my father taught me, actually, how, when there was money involved, you never, ever got personal. I knew so many people who wanted to live on their own, and couldn’t, because they were scared of telling their roommates they were moving out. In terms of that, Model was the ideal roommate. I relished a chance to hurt her feelings, and I knew she felt the same way about me.

She had been drinking my expensive juice again, something I hated about her. It’s not even like she cared. She’d drink anything sugary that was in the fridge, the sugarier, the better. In revenge, I used her expensive samples of perfume which she was very careful to keep in a zipped-up bag at the bottom of the cardboard carton that served as her cupboard.

‘Tit for tat,’ I had told Vidur and he had laughed and said neither of us had much tits or tats. I kind of wanted to speak to him, but I didn’t as well. The humiliation was still zinging in my ears.

I spent the rest of the day sulking. I smoked a couple of cigarettes, read an eight-month-old issue of Elle UK, and talked to my brother, who had called wanting to know if everything was okay. He sounded more hassled and grown up each time I spoke to him. ‘You’re eating well?’ he asked, and I told him he may as well be our mother. Then we bitched about our extended family a little bit, whose latest crime was having this huge party on a Tuesday, the day my mother fasts for my father, and not even checking with her to see if that was okay. It reminded me I hadn’t spoken to my mother in a long time.

‘We want to come visit,’ said my brother, out of the blue, and I said, ‘What? No, I work too hard!’

‘We’re going to come anyway,’ he said, in an It’s-Decided Tone, ‘I’ll let you know the dates.’

Not that I didn’t love them, I did, I mean, I do, but my family belongs in Delhi. Where I can drop in occasionally, make sure everything and everyone is okay and then return to my life, my real life in Bombay, unencumbered by history and family. Having them here would be disorienting, like in the middle of a 3D movie, when you take off your glasses out of curiosity to see what the screen looks like without. Blurry. Weird. What’s-wrong-with-this-picture-esque.

By 4 p.m., it was very obvious to me that Yusuf wasn’t, in fact, going to call. This was an entirely new feeling. I don’t mean to brag or anything—actually, I suppose I do, who begins a sentence with ‘I don’t mean to brag’ unless they’re quite aware that what they’re about to say counts as bragging?—but in all my years of dating, let’s see, I’m twenty-four now, and my first-ever ‘Will you go around with me?’ happened when I was twelve, so I guess it’s been, wow, twelve years since I started dating. And in those twelve years, I’ve never once been unsure of a man’s affections. I’m not saying I’m this big beauty queen or something, but when a guy likes me, it’s quite obvious and I normally don’t have to do anything different to keep him from going on with that feeling. I suppose I was well overdue for a heartbreak, life lessons and what not.

But Yusuf!

I was so much younger and hotter, with so much more to offer than he had, and yet, he was the one keeping me dangling. It was ridiculous. Ridonkulous as Vidur would say. Sometimes he likes to pretend he’s from the USA, specifically the part where people pay to be tan and turn out orange, and he keeps peppering his conversation with ‘ridonk’ or ‘whatevs’; the most annoying is ‘totes’ for ‘totally’. The worst part is, I’ve picked it up too and so, while Vidur and I use it in an ironic fashion—or so I would like to think—sometimes, it slips out in real-life conversation and people look at me like I’m crazy. ‘Kray-kray’ is Vidur’s word for that.


At 6 p.m., I decided to take a nap. My eyes were burning with tiredness and I had that funny, surreal feeling you sometimes get from jetlag. Not that I remember much about jetlag, the last foreign trip I took was as a family, when my father was still alive. I was twelve. We went to Italy. I ate a lot of pizza and watched my parents interact in a new environment, away from their family, and almost fall in love with each other. And after my dad died, we haven’t had the means, or really, the motivation. My brother works super hard, sure, but he saves more than he spends, so he can invest in that real estate he’s always talking about, and so he can support me and my mother, who regularly get cash from him, just slipped into our bank accounts when he feels we’re falling a bit short.

TV weatherpersoning doesn’t pay that much, not yet, so I can just about cover my living costs, but he takes care of the rent. Sometimes I wonder what it would be like to be rich. We’re not poor, but we don’t have money for luxuries.

There’s this one chick in my office, she’s quite a bit older, the lifestyle reporter, and some weeks she just walks in and waves a Prada handbag around on her wrist. She had this gorgeous one too, just a couple of weeks ago, it was eggshell-blue and the leather looked buttery soft and I would have gladly killed someone to have it.

I want to be that girl who walks in nonchalantly with something expensive. ‘Oh this? What, no, it’s nothing, just a little pick-me-up, ha ha ha.’ And then, instead of wearing export surplus clothes, I’ll wear real brands, those skinny jeans I saw online, Versace, I think they were, and I’ll casually lean over, swishing around my very expensive haircut, so everyone can see the label on my clothes. Imagine, if I look pretty decent now, what I would look like in clothes designed for the rich and the beautiful! I don’t think about clothes and stuff so much, I mean, I do, but because it’s expected of me, because I’m a young woman and people think I’m interested and that’s what the magazines I read are all about. But first, with that cash, I’d go on holiday, to Paris or something, and then, I’d shop, and I’d be sitting in a Paris café when a French artist would discover me and ask if he could paint me. I don’t want to be discovered by Indian artists, ew, unless they’re famous, because some of them are seriously lechy. French men can also be lechy, but they’re French so it’s charming. Call me a hypocrite if you like, but I bet you think the same thing.

When I woke up, it was 9 p.m. and I didn’t see why I had woken up at all, because I had been sleeping quite deeply. Then I saw my phone lit up and vibrating like crazy right next to me. It was only Vidur and I cancelled his call, but then I noticed five new text messages, all from an unknown number. And those were from Yusuf. One said, ‘Dinner time! Hungry? I know a great place. How about 8 p.m.?’

The next one said, ‘Sorry, I forgot to tell you who this was. It’s Yusuf. I got your number from your boss, and you wouldn’t believe how casual I had to sound about you.’

Then there was, ‘It’s 7.55 and I haven’t heard from you, so I’m going to assume you’re either asleep or still angry with me (which is okay, because I have the best excuse for why I seemed like the stupidest man in the world this morning).’

The fourth just said, ‘Hello? Hello. Hello? Hello.’

And finally, the last one, ‘Look, I’m up, I’m not going to eat till you text me and say we can meet for dinner. If a hunger strike works for Gandhi, it can work for me, and you’re much more compassionate than the Brits were!’

I laughed. I had to. I was still a little mad, but the same tingly feeling I had had early that morning began to creep back. And so I texted him, ‘Okay, okay. Where do you want to meet for dinner?’ I liked that I got a reply almost instantly. He wasn’t doing the thing where you see the text but you make yourself wait half an hour. He named this new Chinese place that had just opened around the corner from me, which was meant to be very posh and lah-di-dah and I had been dying to go to. And he even offered to pick me up, but I didn’t want him to see my shitty old building, which desperately needs a coat of paint and is in the world’s worst back alley, full of trash dumpsters and stray cats, so I told him I’d meet him there.

I liked that he’d offered though, it added to the list of pro-Yusuf points I was making in my head. All men get to be on a list even if I’m not considering dating them. Sometimes they make it to my ‘I’d Never Be With You In A Million Years’ list, where crimes include not shaving, wearing sneakers to a night club and not waiting for me to enter first through a doorway.

I’m going to speed up the next bit, because you don’t need to know all the boring details of where we sat and what we ordered, and so on. He did wait for me not only to go in through the restaurant door, but also, until I sat down. When it came to drinks, he asked if I wanted to split a bottle of wine, and I knew, that being the kind of person he was, I wouldn’t have to pay for half (another thing on my list, especially on a first date). I guess I think about money quite a lot? But if you don’t have much, I suppose you do. More than most people who have loads and can just slap down their credit card without even looking at the bill. He looked casual, but smart, and was wearing the right shoes. And, the best part, he told me why he had resisted me that morning. ‘I had a complication,’ he said, and I raised an eyebrow, while drinking my wine. ‘There was another woman, but she’s gone now, it’s over. I ended it today.’ And he looked at me, and I noticed he had a dimple, and he was cute for an older guy, and that was not just because I had had three glasses of wine.

And later, I couldn’t think of an excuse why he couldn’t drop me home; and to be honest, the heels I had worn had already almost tripped me twice on the way there; so I let him come into that dirty back lane, which sounds sexually innuendo-ey now that I think about it, but that night was very chaste, and he kissed me, yes, but it was a nice polite kiss. I pressed back into him, and for a moment, his hand went up and cupped the back of my head, but all too soon it was over and he was looking at me in the dark and the yellow of the streetlight and saying, ‘I hope you’re free tomorrow. We have so much catching up to do.’ And I threw my rules out of the window (one of them is not committing to meet someone the very next day after you’ve first met them) and said I was, and so we made another dinner plan. And you know, going up the stairs, I wasn’t even thinking of the fact that I’d be having a fancy dinner the next day as well. Well, not very much anyway.

And, that’s how that began.
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Friends in Strange Places


I guess I can see where this is going with Michael Loon. I’ve been in Goa for a week now, and I’ve seen the Loons almost every single day. Today, I tell my reflection sternly, I’m going to do something different. I’ll, oh, I’ll go out with Joshua or something. He’s become my friend, kinda, ol’ Joshua, he’d have to, because he pretty much takes me everywhere and as of two days ago, has also started refusing payment.

‘But you’ve got to let me,’ I told him and he shrugged and said, ‘No men, you’re going in my direction anyway.’ The problem is, every direction seems to be Joshua’s direction, and this is making me so consumed by guilt that I didn’t even call him yesterday. I took a bus instead. I’m fully planning to only call Joshua when I want to hang out with him, not just use him to take me places, and this makes me mad, because he’s a motorcycle taxi guy, and his job is to take me places and I can’t get someone new because they all know each other and his feelings will be hurt. I’m almost about to summon the courage to pick up the phone and call him and tell him all this myself, when I see that I don’t have to. He’s waiting by the gate, and oh no, he doesn’t look very pleased.


‘Hi!’ I try out, as cheerily as I can. He takes a long, underlining drag of his cigarette and stubs it out. ‘What’s up? I was just going to call you,’ I say, and he gives a sardonic laugh. Even though it’s clear he’s here to see me, he turns away so I’m facing his shoulder. This is getting ridiculous. ‘Is something the matter?’ I ask in my patient voice.

‘You tell me. Were you going to call me or take the bus again?’

Ohhh. He’s hurt about that. I feel terrible. I place a placatory hand on the shoulder facing me and say, ‘I just felt guilty that you were driving me places and I wasn’t paying you. I didn’t want you to think I was taking advantage of you.’

‘I offered, didn’t I?’ He still sounds cross, but he’s letting himself turn around and face me again.

‘I know you did.’ I say. ‘And I was wondering if you’d like to hang out today.’

‘You and I?’ he looks so pleased and surprised I could shake myself for not asking before.

‘Yeah, you and I. What’s fun and happening in Goa today?’

‘Have you been to the night bazaar yet?’

It’s actually on the list of things I want to do, and I know the Loons are going tonight as well, which means I’ll see them, which means I’ll see Michael, which wasn’t my plan but what the hell. ‘That sounds fun,’ I say.

He’s all smiles now.

‘Coffee now?’ I ask, making my way to my favourite shack down the road. The Villa Castellina has coffee, technically, or something they call coffee, but it’s so terrible I need to wash my mouth out with rubbing alcohol or something equally scouring once I drink it. It’s just easier to go elsewhere.


‘I actually came here to tell you something,’ he says and for a wild, crazy moment I think he’s going to declare his love for me and I begin going over how I can turn him down without it looking like a class thing, like I think I’m too good for him or something, but he goes on, ‘I think a friend of yours is here.’

I look around and he makes a ‘tch’. ‘Not here here, men. But around here. In a hotel. This guy was asking for you, I thought I’d tell you.’

This is kind of creepy. ‘Which guy?’ I ask.

‘I didn’t ask his name, but he looked decent. From Delhi, he said. Anyway, so he was at the cigarette shop down the lane, you know, and I was there and we started chatting and I asked if he knew anyone in Goa, and he said he didn’t, but he thought a friend of his was travelling through here. So I asked which friend, what’s their name, because you know I know everyone.’ A pause during which I agree with him. He does know everyone. ‘And then he said your name, and I was like, men, she’s right here! I give her a ride every day! And he got quite excited and said to let you know which hotel he was staying in. I didn’t think I should tell him your hotel, because you never know.’ This last bit said judiciously.

‘What’s his name?’ I ask, exasperated, and he shrugs. ‘He said you guys were family friends. You want to go to his hotel? It’s not far.’

I chew on my lip—a terrible habit which means my lips are usually sore and ragged, but I do it only when I’m thinking. Having a family friend may not be the font of delight and pleasure that Joshua seems to think it is. For one thing my family is, well, they’re not exactly Reader’s Digest-worthy. And they’re not exactly pleased with me at the moment. I have a number of family friends, and I’m hoping that this one, the one in Goa, not very far from where I am, is one of the three whom I actually like. Also, how in the world does he know I’m in Goa? I guess he could’ve run into my parents, and told them and they would’ve told him all about their disappointing daughter who, instead of doing the things they want her to do, is currently sitting on her ass, without a job or a man, in Goa. And they have probably sent him with loads of guilt in jars for me to open at my leisure. I consider totally avoiding seeing him. I wonder if that would be practical. But if he’s around here, then I guess I’ll run into him sooner or later, unless I move? I could move.

Joshua is still waiting for an answer. I decide to go see this mystery person, collect my guilt and then not see him ever again for the rest of this trip. Avoiding him entirely would just be more guilt piled on top of me as soon as I contact my parents. Which is also something I’ve been putting off. I’ve been sending daily text messages: ‘Hello, I’m fine.’ But not answering any of their calls. I figure as long as they know I’m alive and not dead after a drug incident, found face down in the sea, they should be okay. No doubt I’ll go home to weeks of long lectures, but that’s sometime in the distant future and so I try and put it away from my mind and not let it concern me too much.

‘Where’s this guy?’ I ask, sighing, so my words come out ‘gu-uh-uy’. He’s at the Sunshine Rooms and View, I learn. I always find it kind of funny that hotels put ‘and view’ in their name. Like, look! You’re getting so much more than a room, you’re getting a paid-for view! It’s besides the point that you can see the same view just by standing next to the hotel, but somehow the fact that the view costs 10 per cent more makes you feel like you should enjoy it more, like the alcohol you take from a minibar. ‘Let’s get this over with,’ I say, standing up and squaring my shoulders. I feel very martyred and put upon, and like someone heading into battle. Joshua looks amused, but leads the way to his motorcycle.

And then we get to the Sunshine, and wouldn’t you know it? It’s Des.

Des—that’s a soft d, not like in ‘Desmond’, ay, ess—used to be a plump little boy, about a year younger than me, and for the longest time, we were taken to the same gatherings by our parents. My father and his were colleagues back in the day before Des’s dad was transferred elsewhere, and I think he was the closest thing my father had to a best friend. They came to all major family occasions, birthdays, Diwali, and so on. A lot of my extended family lives in Delhi too, and Des’s parents were from Mauritius, so they didn’t have much family nearby, and were kind of absorbed into ours.

Des was not the new best friend I had been hoping for, an ally against my parents and the grown-ups in general; for the most part he was quiet, preferring to read an Asterix comic in a corner instead of running around like the rest of us. I was the ringleader of our small group, mostly second cousins and other friends’ kids, but I was the oldest, and it got annoying, especially when I was ten, and everyone else was six or seven, and a ten-year-old’s concerns are so much bigger than what they were only four years ago.

Occasionally, Des’s mother would bend down and talk to him in French—they were from Mauritius so it was a language they spoke fluently—presumably asking him to join us, or drop his comic and eat a sandwich, that kind of thing. I remember he was always the most stubborn kid, just sat there like a lump, shaking his head, until the grown-ups learnt to present him with a plate, all the food on it, which he would eat from, never taking his eyes off his book. When I was twelve and he was eleven, Des’s father got a transfer to Bangalore, and had a small farewell dinner party, to which, of course, we were invited. I had always been slightly curious about their house: although they often came to ours, for his birthday parties, we would be invited out, maybe to a movie or a park. ‘Why haven’t we ever been over?’ I asked my parents and they exchanged glances sitting in the front seat of our old Fiat.

‘I guess their house is quite small, and so they’ve never had a chance to have visitors?’ said my father tentatively.

My mother snorted, ‘More likely they just can’t be bothered with guests.’ I understood her tone, it was the brittle happy one she used when she wanted to imply something was a truth. Later, I also understood that it had always bothered my mother that she did ‘all the work’ as she put it, and they had never reciprocated the party invitations. My father peaceably placed his hand on her shoulder, my mother glanced back at me, but I pretended to be busy looking out of the window. Adult politics never interested me much.

It was a small flat, much smaller than ours, which surprised me a little bit. I was used to large spaces, and I knew our little flat was only temporary till my family moved to the larger plot of land they had been building on since before I was born. Only one bedroom, and a smallish hall off the side, which had been curtained off, that was Des’s room, where we all sat. There were two or three other people, all older, none of them with children, and Des was still bathing when we arrived. I braced myself for a long boring evening, but Des’s mother was kind, she led me over to his bookshelf and said I could browse all I liked, so I selected an Enid Blyton I hadn’t read in a while and curled up in a corner. Des arrived, hair wet, stuffed into a red-checked shirt and blue denim shorts and, when prodded by the adults, admitted with a shrug that he was curious about Bangalore and then came and sat down next to me.


‘You’re still reading Blyton?’ he asked, and if an eleven-year-old could raise his eyebrows disdainfully, he would have. It was perhaps the first time he had begun a conversation with me, and I marvelled at that for a second before I remembered to be insulted.

‘You don’t have anything else,’ I said.

‘Of course I do,’ he said, ‘I don’t read those baby books any more. Do you read Wodehouse?’ I had no idea who or what Wodehouse was, but I did know that I didn’t like his tone. I shrugged and came up with the ultimate insult that my girlfriends and I used with frequency.

‘I don’t read much,’ I said, wrinkling my nose. ‘Reading is for nerds.’ The look he gave me was equal parts pitying and something that I recognized as my own expression: oh my God, do I have to talk to this person all evening? But after that first interaction, he got out his own book, from a shelf next to the one to which his mother had directed me, the ‘adult’ shelf, I suppose, and we just sat next to each other, flipping through the pages of our books. Stupid grown-up laughter filtered to us from where the party had moved into the garden and at one point my mother came upon us, both silently reading and said, ‘I have to take a picture of this! Sushil! Come take a picture of the children reading, so cutely next to each other!’

I was self-conscious for her and for me, though, to be fair to my mother, this was also a year when I was frequently mortified by anything that might imply that I didn’t just appear fully formed and perfect one day, but that I came from a family, embarrassing mother and all. My father did take the photo though, and I looked up and smiled, like a good daughter, but Des only rolled his eyes after the photo was taken and we still have it somewhere, I grinning, he staring at his book.


And then I didn’t think about him for many years, until his name popped up on the Internet, in my inbox. He wanted to ‘reconnect’, I was wary. I clicked through his photographs on a social networking site, and he was no longer chubby, but transformed into a thoughtful, not unattractive person. His nose, which had always been too large, now fit his face perfectly, almost like an anchor for the rest of his features. He was smiling only in one of the pictures, his arm around another thoughtful person, a girl person, and if you must know, I felt a slight throb of disappointment. Not because I was interested in him or anything, but because I always felt a pang when an attractive member of the opposite sex seemed to be attached. Is this normal? Does everyone feel it? They’ve got to. He wrote me a nice email as well, saying hello, that he had just moved to Bombay and how were my parents? I replied, giving the basics of my life over the last decade and a half, and he replied to that and then, I just never wrote back. That was almost a year ago now.

He is standing there, just at the entryway of the hotel, almost as if he’s waiting for me. Certainly, the expression on his face when he spots me walking tentatively towards him is not one of surprise, but oddly, of pleasure. He’s holding a battered paperback in his hands, a cloth bag slung across his torso. He has a beard. I look at his face carefully as I approach, and I can still see bits of the chubby boy he used to be. Somehow, this, us meeting in Goa, makes this meeting a lot more familiar than it normally would be. He’s a piece of my past and I’m of his, it’s like we’re in a foreign country almost, immigrants, and we have to cling to each other. Maybe that’s taking it a bit far, but not all the emotions I feel when I look at him are those of being put-upon. Imagine, if we didn’t have the Internet, we wouldn’t recognize each other right now.


Maybe I’d drift past him to the lobby, maybe he’d do a double take, think, ‘Hey, that girl looks familiar’ but then I’d meet his eyes and there’d be no catch of recognition and we would move on, move on, and this moment would never exist.

We are face to face. I think of my parents and, oddly, of Michael Loon, whom I have not thought of all day. I think of Des’s small flat and the feel of the back of my knees sweating. I look up at him. ‘You wear glasses,’ I say, the first words I address to him after seventeen years.

‘I do,’ he says, touching them. They’re wire-rimmed and unobtrusive. Silence. We shuffle our feet.

It is Joshua who comes to our rescue. ‘You guys go catch up, men,’ he says loudly and jocularly from behind me. ‘I’m off. I’ll be back in an hour to pick you up, haan, Ladli?’

‘No, wait,’ I try to say but my throat is too dry and he doesn’t hear me or pretends not to and rushes off in a great thud-thud-thud of his motorcycle engine. I suddenly hope Des doesn’t think I’ve planned this, that I’ve sneakily tried to be alone with him. That’s ridiculous though, because I haven’t seen him in so many years, why on earth would I conspire?

‘If you have plans …’ I begin at the same time that he says, ‘Was that your boyfriend?’ We both laugh, nervously.

‘No,’ I say, ‘Joshua is my friend. And my motorcycle taxi driver. I met him here. He’s been a good friend.’

Des’s eyes flick to mine, holding them for a second longer than normal and then he looks at the ground. ‘I don’t have plans. I was just going to go to the beach and read. Would you like to come?’ I thank everything I can think of thanking that, today, I’m carrying my ‘serious’ beach book, The Journals of Sylvia Plath, instead of the pink-covered shoe-embossed bit of fluff I was reading yesterday. We stroll down to the beach. There doesn’t seem to be much to say, but we try. He’s been to Delhi recently, where he looked up my parents, at the behest of his. They told him I was in Goa and asked him if he’d be so kind as to see if I were still alive. Not in so many words, of course, but I can hear my mother’s gentle but persistent nag. My phone was switched off, and he was going to try a couple more times before he called the cops.

‘Really?’ I ask, wide-eyed that he’d take so much trouble for me.

‘Weird things can happen in Goa,’ he says.

‘But I found you,’ I say, softly, kicking a shell in front of me.

‘You did,’ he says, and then he smiles for the first time since I’ve seen him and it flashes across his face, slow-blooming but swift and I notice a dimple and I am so winded by this that I begin to walk faster and faster, till I’m in the sea and the surf is licking at my toes and when I turn around, he’s still standing where I left him, watching me with a curious furrow between his brows, and I know everything. And I know nothing.
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Becoming Who You Want to Know


It has been a good week for me, my darling. Joyous news, I made a friend! An actual friend, not just someone you call when you have nothing to do, this is a person you call when you have real plans, fun plans and you want the person to be part of them. Granted, I am seldom the one with the Fun Plans, but she is. Her name is Saneru, and she’s just moved in to the neighbourhood, and interestingly, it was Aunty B who brought us together. Her mother happens to be Aunty B’s one-time college friend, yes, Aunty B went to college, for a brief year that she now describes as the ‘happiest one of my life’ which you knew was the description she was going to pick anyway. Saneru’s mother, I take it, was somewhat star-struck herself, and even accompanied Aunty B to some of her screen tests in the hope that Bollywood would absorb her too.

Alas, she was somewhat plain. This is not me being cruel. It’s Aunty B’s dismissive gesture over her drink, after Saneru left, ‘Ugly girl, like her mother. That’s why she never made it in Bollywood.’ I felt defensive already, but why should I lie to you? Saneru is not what you would call pretty, not even relatively. Compared to your shining peacock-ness, she is a pigeon, compared to anyone, she’s lumpy-looking, with a squashed nose and tending towards plumpness in her upper body. She has a gap between her front two teeth, a spotty dark skin, that isn’t glowing or lustrous, it looks more like it’s been spackled on, and a honking laugh. Despite all these things, or maybe because of them, she’s perhaps the kindest and funniest person I’ve ever had the privilege of meeting.

At our first meeting, I was called into the drawing room, where Saneru sat with Aunty B, anxiously nibbling at a biscuit. ‘Ah, here she is,’ said Aunty B, and I could recognize in her tone the fact that she was tired and just about to foist off her visitor on to me. This happens more often than you’d think, and it isn’t just her young visitors either. I should ask for a rent deduction. ‘Dear, this is Sonali,’ went on Aunty B.

‘Saneru,’ said Saneru, exasperatedly and then to me, ‘Hello, nice meeting you, but I’ve got to go. Plans.’ She made a vague gesture with her arm and then stood up, and bent down to give Aunty B a kiss. ‘Lovely seeing you, Aunty. I’ll tell my mother you said hello, shall I?’

Aunty B looked momentarily confused. She likes to dismiss her visitors herself. ‘Yes,’ she said, collecting herself, ‘yes, Saneru. Come any time. Take this one with you when you’re going out, will you? She doesn’t go out enough.’

I blushed and retreated further into the dusty curtains, but Saneru’s eyes met mine and gleamed, one conspirator to another. ‘Of course, Aunty,’ she said, demurely.

I walked her to the door, it seemed the polite thing to do, and she gripped my wrist before I could turn away. ‘Hey, would you like to pop by later this evening? I just moved in, and I’m having some friends over. A bit of a mixed bag, but we’re neighbours! It’s nice to have neighbours.’


I opened and closed my mouth a few times, but couldn’t think of an excuse, and anyway, she was too quick for me.

‘What’s your cell number? I’ll text you my address.’ That answer I knew, and repeated it, watching her thumbs fly quickly across her phone keypad, before she looked up and gave me a troll grin. ‘Sent,’ she declared, slipping her phone back into her pocket, ‘I’ll expect you in a couple of hours.’

I lay on my bed for a long while wondering whether I should get out of it. I find I can lie on my bed for surprisingly long periods of time without getting restless or falling asleep. I suppose that’s the nice thing about having so few interests. I am calm in a rushing world. I should package my form of meditation and sell myself as the next Baba. Baba Bed. Lady of Lazies. ‘You can always come home if you hate it,’ said Wise Me in my head. Wise Me is me in my forties, always wears a little red dress when she appears, smokes one picturesque cigarette and seems to know everything. I wish I was Wise Me already. So, on the dot of a ‘couple of hours’ later, I pulled on a fresh T-shirt, sniffed under my arms to see if I was okay and made my way down the street.

Saneru had also sent me directions, and her apartment was quite easy to find. I walked around it for a little bit so I wouldn’t be the first to arrive and then walked up four flights of stairs and rang the bell. Shards of laughter slipped through the crack under the door, and then it was opened and she stood in front of me, grinning. ‘So glad you could come!’ she exclaimed and it looked like she meant it.

I was settled into a corner, next to a friendly-looking couple, both in red T-shirts and given a glass of Old Monk and Coke.

‘Don’t be a snob about Old Monk, Tanmay,’ Saneru said, from across the room. ‘It’s the only rum that makes sense.’


‘How do you know our Saneru?’ asked a boy, sliding in next to me. The evening had progressed quite well, there was loud music, well, as loud as a laptop could get, and someone had just switched it to Bollywood, which inspired Saneru and the boy she called Tanmay to do a gyrating Bollywood dance, complete with dupattas wrapped around their waists.

‘I don’t really,’ I said, and explained my PG connection to her old family friend.

‘No way,’ said the boy. ‘Bidisha Kumar is your landlady? Wild! I used to have the biggest crush on her.’

I looked at him sceptically. ‘She was about forty when you were born.’

‘Oh, I know. I just used to like her old movies. I liked that thing she did with her mouth.’

‘This sounds interesting!’ Saneru said, out of breath and sweaty, plopping down next to us, wrapping one arm around my knee. I was glad to see she didn’t smell, only slightly, faintly sweet.

‘I didn’t know Bidisha Kumar was your mother’s friend!’ said the boy.

‘Oh ya. Poor old thing. Still stuck in her glory days. Must be quite depressing for you to live there.’ This last bit was directed at me, and the boy regarded me as well. I mumbled something, and she gave my knee a kind pat. ‘You have me now.’

It became clear to me a little later that this wasn’t the kind of party I had attended before. The people were wonderful, very nice and kind and left me alone if I didn’t want to talk but not in a hostile way. They sought my opinion, their eyes shining, but I soon became the Quiet Girl, as in, ‘Shh, don’t mess with the Quiet Girl. She’s being quiet.’ Saneru, particularly, was my defender, which was maybe because she was the host, but also, I think, because that’s the kind of person she is. She kept one eye on me all evening, proffering refreshed drinks to me, shaking her head at someone who tried to get me to dance and always, every half an hour or so, coming to sit next to me and see if I was okay.

But, besides the kindness of the guests and the host, it was also clear to me that there was an unusual number of not-straight people in the room. I didn’t know whether to call them ‘gay’, because it wasn’t glaringly obvious, besides, people’s sexual orientations are their own to define, but two girls who came in together were obviously together. I didn’t even need to watch one give the other a tender back rub to know that, I’d been that, with Aditi, so many years ago. One boy grabbed another boy’s face, between his large hands and kissed him straight on the mouth, to much hooting and catcalling, and when he pulled his face away, the other boy just grinned. And Saneru, drifting about, accepting love from everybody, also didn’t seem to lean one way or another. It was a touchy-feely bunch, lots of face-stroking and hair-behind-the-ears-ing, but all in the manner of expression. Instead of a comma, you kissed someone’s cheek, instead of an exclamation mark, you squeezed their hand.

‘You okay?’ asked Saneru, sliding in next to me. I was just watching the movements in the room, the smoke rippling across the surface, the flashes of lycra and cotton and skin as people moved restlessly.

I smiled in response, to let her know I was.

‘It’s not your normal kind of scene, is it?’ she asked, looking at me sympathetically.

‘Not really, no,’ I said. ‘But then, not many things are my normal scene.’ I told her about my walks, about the streets nearby that I had gotten to know—the first time I told anyone about those things—and she nodded like it was perfectly normal to take pictures of houses you didn’t live in.


‘You could do an art installation,’ she said and I laughed and shook my head. ‘I’m not an artist. I’m in Bollywood. I produce stuff.’

She wrinkled her nose at me, ‘Lucky you. I work with an NGO and I’d far rather have your glamorous job.’ Of course she worked with an NGO. She looks an NGO type, just like you with your shimmering ways look like you belong in high society.

‘What kind of work?’ I asked to be polite and like all people who work with NGOs, she was off and running, telling me about prostitutes and AIDS awareness and many other depressing things that made her light up. (I don’t mean the depressing things made her light up, I mean that talking about the work she was doing about them did.) I listened though. I like listening when someone is talking so hard. You learn so much about them, not just from the words they’re saying, but how they’re putting the emphasis on certain things, how their hands move (Saneru is a great hand-mover), how they have a certain, particular fidget (hers is a push-hair-behind-ear thing.) When she paused, she looked at me, expectantly, and I said the first thing I could think of, ‘Saneru is an odd name.’ And then I worried that that was a rude thing to say. It’s no odder than any other name, but it is rather masculine.

‘It’s unisex,’ she said, not looking at all perturbed by my change of subject. ‘It means “honouring”, I’m the third girl in my family, born quite late, my parents really wanted a son.’ She said all this so matter-of-factly.

‘Did that bother you?’ I asked. ‘I mean, does it?’

‘Eh,’ she shrugged, ‘not really. They’re old-fashioned. Also kind of old. My sisters are in their forties now.’

‘Wow.’


‘Yeah, my oldest sister was always like a mother to me. In fact, my nephew is only a little younger than I am.’

I didn’t know people still did that. I didn’t know anyone whose parents were grandparents. ‘What about you?’ she asked. I gave her the run down, parents, brother abroad, and so on, the basic details, I don’t like people to know too much about me. Aditi did, Aditi knew everything, Aditi knows everything, but she’s the only one.

That night, I got home late. I had a key for times like these, but I’d never had to use it before, the front door is always open, until Fazia and Aunty B go to bed. Aunty B sleeps quite early, but Fazia stays up late, watching TV uninterrupted. I heard her soaps going when I walked in, there was dramatic music and the sound of a woman crying. ‘Oh,’ she said, when I walked through. ‘It’s only you, you gave me a fright.’

‘Sorry,’ I said and walked on.

‘Had fun?’ she asked and I nodded and yawned. ‘It’s nice that you have friends now, I was just telling Madam that it’s sad that a young person lives in our house and we turn her into an old person.’

‘I don’t think I’m an old person,’ I said, sleepily.

‘Your habits are,’ she snorted. ‘You act older than we do.’ And with that, she turned back to her TV set, and I went to bed.

The next time Saneru called it was early Wednesday evening and she said without a preamble, ‘I need a haircut.’

‘Okay,’ I said. I was standing in front of a mirror. Whatever Aunty B’s faults in PG-running, one thing must be said, she has full-length mirrors all over her house and my room has two.

‘You need to come with me.’

‘I?’ I pulled up my T-shirt a little, looking at my stomach. I sucked it in as far as it would go and then stuck it out again.


‘Yes, you, you’ve lived in this city long enough, you must know a hairdresser.’

‘I don’t though,’ I said, ‘I’ve never had a haircut in Bombay.’

‘Then we’ll both get haircuts. Short? Maybe not short, how about a fringe for you? That would suit your face.’

‘I don’t want a haircut,’ I said. She laughed into the phone. ‘You do, trust me you do. You just don’t know it yet. I’ll be over to pick you up in about ten minutes.’ And she hung up and I put on a bra in preparation for going outside. I looked at my hair in the mirror. It’s normal hair, it doesn’t do much except hang limply around my ears. I’ve never liked it much. I’ve never actively disliked it either. Hair is like toenails, really. It grows, you cut it, it grows again. I’ve never understood the value women put on hair. I bundle mine up when it’s hot, sometimes I brush it. It’s been the same style since I was fifteen.

Saneru belongs to a different camp, however. ‘I do like my hair,’ she said to me, as we sat in the rickshaw. She loosened it and laid it across one shoulder where it gleamed. ‘I know I’m not very attractive.’ I made mild protest, but she waved me away. ‘You don’t have to say anything, I know I’m not. But I have nice hair. Look, it’s so black and it shines so much and it’s straight and thick.’

Now that she mentioned it, she did have pretty hair, if that’s a thing. It was long and the way she held it, it looked like a rope, but a good-looking rope. ‘Why do you want to cut it then?’ I asked.

‘Oh, it needs a little discipline every now and then. Besides, since it’s my only asset, I feel like it’s my duty to make it look as good as it possibly can.’

‘How do you know which salon to go to?’


‘I looked it up on the Internet. This one had good reviews.’ She made the rickshaw stop, paid the driver and hopped out.

P!Nk said the salon sign and I felt a twinge of foreboding. ‘Don’t look like that,’ she said, taking my elbow and pulling me along. ‘It’s very popular. I promise.’

P!Nk was tiny, but clean, and packed full of people. The air had that particular smell of product and singed hair, and a receptionist looked at us and raised an eyebrow.

‘Haircuts. Two,’ said Saneru, following up with, ‘please.’

‘Take a seat,’ said the receptionist, sounding bored. ‘You want anyone in particular?’

‘Someone good,’ said Saneru.

‘They’re all good.’

‘Well, then someone better?’

The receptionist rolled her eyes and just then a man with bright orange hair and clips on his shirtsleeves came up. ‘Here, Raghu, you take them. Haircuts.’

‘Is Raghu good?’ asked Saneru and then turning to Raghu, ‘You’d tell me if you weren’t, wouldn’t you? Because my friend didn’t even want a haircut and I made her come and if you give her a bad haircut she’ll blame me.’

Raghu gave her a strained smile. ‘What kind of haircut do you want?’

‘I think a fringe and layers for her and something jazzy for me. Not too short though.’

‘You go first,’ I said.

‘No, you go, because then I can supervise it.’

Raghu looked like he was sorry he had strolled up just then. I was put in a chair with a plastic black wrap velcroed around my neck and then he went at my hair with a spritzer bottle. Saneru stood right next to him, holding my bag and nodding at me encouragingly whenever I caught her eye in the mirror. Raghu didn’t say much, just lifted bits of my hair and snipped, and Saneru provided directions every now and then.

‘A bit more fluffy, wouldn’t you say, Raghu?’ or ‘I think you should give her a razor bit for that first layer so it falls more sharply.’ To me, ‘I spend a lot of time in hair salons. I find it makes me feel better than going to a bar.’ I closed my eyes and crossed my fingers under the wrap. It actually felt quite nice, and this is going to sound quite pathetic, but it felt quite nice to have someone touch my hair. It had been so long since I’d had any human contact, and I wanted to press my scalp upwards into Raghu’s fingers. That would have been creepy though, so I resisted. ‘Open your eyes,’ said Saneru, and at first, when I opened them, I caught her eye again and she was beaming at me and then I focused on myself and I looked like the kind of girl who is cheerful and happy and pleased with her life, which made me feel cheerful and happy and pleased with my life. It was a miracle.




In the days that followed, I saw Saneru pretty much every day. I’ve never really had a best friend, well, I suppose Aditi counts, she was my best friend, but she was also my lover and so there was all that complication tied up with it. With Saneru, since I felt absolutely no sexual connection to her, I was comfortable and intimate in a way that I never was with Aditi. Not more intimate, but different. Every night, after dinner, I’d hear the door bell ring, and I’d go and answer it and there she would be, grinning all over her face. She’d usually have adventures planned for us to do: one Sunday, we went all over south Bombay. I even got into a local train for the first time—this might make you laugh, but I’d been here six months and hadn’t taken a train yet. Some days, we’d just walk down to the seaside promenade, not that you could see anything beyond dark, or smell anything beyond sewage, but it was somewhere to go. We’d walk, we’d buy ice cream flavours from our childhood—choco bars, with that plastic chocolate-tasting shell and the always-melting-too-rapidly vanilla inside, cola bars, which we sucked at, hard, till there was only the ice inside left, butterscotch cups, cassata, and we’d stroll cheekily past the ‘No Eating’ sign and she’d smoke a cigarette next to the ‘No Smoking’ sign.

She made friends with the stray dogs that roamed in a pack, who always intimidated me, and after the first day, she started carrying stale bread in a plastic bag for them and they clustered around, whining and wagging their tails low, for all the world like dogs in a living room. ‘All right Sheba, don’t push, Baadal, calm down, Gherkin, yes, Sweetie, there’s some for you as well.’ I liked listening to her litany of names, she invented them on the spot one evening and always matched the right name with the right dog. Or so I assumed. I couldn’t tell them apart, except the one called Baadal, who was all black.

‘Are your friends mostly gay?’ I asked her one night. She had asked me to take her along on my House Walk, and I had, and on the whole, she was good company, not talking too much, taking some pictures with her cell phone, but mostly content to stand on the street and look at the houses. My favourites were her favourites too, and she invented lives for the houses, when they were built, their feelings, the people who lived in them. It turned out better than it sounds. I was feeling quiet and peaceful, like I generally felt with her, I like that she didn’t push me to be someone else, she seemed to enjoy the fact that I was quiet and thought a lot, the name she gave me at her party, Quiet Girl, had become her nickname for me. Sometimes QG, sometimes Quiet, never Girl. ‘The ones at that party were, mostly,’ she said.

That’s another thing I like about her. She never seems to be surprised or taken aback by a change in subject or something out of context. She can even pick up a conversational thread we had dropped a few hours earlier. I stood there and watched the house for a bit, it was my favourite, I think because it was the only abandoned one. Half the balcony had fallen down and the whole house generally looked in disrepair.

‘I want to own you, house,’ I thought, ‘I want to own you and fix you, and everyone who looks at you will marvel.’ When I was a child, travelling on a train with my parents, sometimes we’d pass old railway buildings with huge ABANDONED signs across them, and even if they were in the middle of nowhere, I wanted to own them, and fix them and live in them. Abandoned house, abandoned girl. What a pair we’d make. Saneru was in the shadows, I couldn’t see her face.

‘I’m gay,’ I said out loud for the first time in Bombay and felt that same rush in my chest that I had the very first time I admitted it.

Instead of saying anything, she started to laugh. And then she laughed some more. I was getting kind of annoyed. I had made a big-deal announcement just then, and she seemed to find it hilarious.

‘What?’ I said crossly, after a while.

‘Oh, I’m sorry, QG. I’m just laughing because I’ve been having sort of a bet with myself about how long it would take you to admit it. At first I thought you were in the closet and in denial or something.’


‘You mean, you knew I was gay?’

‘Yeah, but don’t take it personally. I have a super strong gaydar. I told my friends that evening before you arrived that I thought you were gay.’

‘Oh.’ I didn’t quite know how to take this. I should’ve been angry, but I wasn’t feeling angry. I was just feeling, oh, I don’t know, sort of relieved and let down at the same time. I had been planning on telling her for ages now, the day we got a haircut I had almost leaned over and whispered it into her ear, but I didn’t, because I didn’t think it was the right time and now here I was, heart on sleeve, and there she was, being so casual about it.

‘You’re angry, aren’t you?’ she asked, coming up very close to me and putting her palm on my back. I shrugged.

‘But,’ she went on, ‘isn’t it nice to have it out there? To be able to put down that bit of your secret soul, let it go, and know that the reaction you’re going to get from me is not going to be me never speaking to you again?’ I looked at her, looked deep into her muddy eyes and she peered back at me, earnestly. ‘You must have told your parents, and they must have reacted badly, and I’ve seen people like you before. Either you don’t tell and that hurts you, or you tell and that hurts you.’ She reached out and took my hand from where I had it by my side. I didn’t realize I had it clenched in a fist until she began to uncurl my fingers. ‘Everyone I know, desi gays, have some variation of the same story. I’m sure some people’s parents are super liberal and super okay with it, but I haven’t met anyone like that yet.’ She took my palm and pressed it to her chapped mouth, a delicate friend-kiss. I could feel her eyelashes flutter against my thumb. ‘Don’t be mad,’ she said again.

‘Are you gay?’ I asked and she smiled into my palm.


‘Of course I am. You need to work on your gaydar, QG!’

‘Okay,’ I said, and then I too started to smile, and she dropped my hand and looked at me and giggled and that made me giggle and soon we were just standing there, in front of the abandoned house, laughing so hard that we started to cough.

‘We’re idiots,’ said Saneru, fondly. ‘Come on, I’ll walk you home.’ But we weren’t idiots, I thought, we were two people laughing at the marvel that, in this city, this city where you could meet anyone, where you passed a thousand people a minute, we had managed to find each other. I wasn’t alone any more, I’m not alone any more. And now, I have other things to think about besides you.
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Other People’s Opinions


Amisha stood at the crowded airport arrivals section, waiting for Derek’s family to emerge. At the last minute, they had decided to turn the wedding into just a part of the itinerary of a long-ish India trip. Of course, they would spend a week in Bombay before moving to the North and then join them in Bombay again before they all went down to Goa for the wedding. Derek had been really looking forward to it, which had the unfortunate effect on his personality of making him even more nit-picky about details. Twelve times the night before (and Amisha had counted) he had asked her if they had enough spare towels. They were now firmly settled in their new flat, the new flat that Derek had opposed and that Amisha had rented anyway.

This made their arguments slightly one-sided: if anything went wrong with the house, all Derek had to do was look at her and say, ‘I told you this flat was unsuitable.’ There weren’t that many arguments against ‘I told you’, and so Amisha usually meekly gave in. As a reaction to this, however, she began to love it even more fiercely. The little balcony, the crazy kitchen, she embraced them all, and decorated with careful precision. It wasn’t large enough for that many guests, however, and Derek’s youngest older brother, John, was coming as well, and so she had offered to pay for a nearby hotel for him.

Derek had looked at her and she could tell by the set of his eyebrows that he was about to pull out his ‘I told you so’ argument, so she quickly covered up. ‘We’ll give your parents the master bedroom, John can have the guest room and you and I can sleep in the living room. It’s only a week!’ He kept looking at her and so she babbled on, ‘That way, everyone gets their own room, and we don’t really care, do we?’ She crossed the room and went over to him, standing behind him, playing with his hair. ‘We’ll try it for one night? And if it’s hugely inconvenient, I’ll make a hotel reservation anyway. Just in case.’

‘Meesh,’ he said, sighing, but the subject was dropped and she had spent a great deal of her time yesterday organizing a spare double mattress for the living room and changing all the sheets.

She thought to put away the contents of the Naughty Drawer as well, that lurked right underneath her underwear. You wouldn’t think by looking at Derek that he was even remotely kinky, but she shivered in the heat of the afternoon sun, thinking about all the things they had in their Naughty Drawer and just how explicitly they had used them. But the last time had been a while ago, poor Derek was probably under such stress. When was the last time they had made love? The weekend before, they had both had a couple of glasses of wine and started kissing in a promising fashion, but that had stopped soon enough and they had both fallen asleep. She didn’t want them to be one of those couples who never had sex any more. ‘Note to self,’ she thought, ‘when Derek’s family leaves, initiate and follow through on sex.’ She’d have to mark that on her planner, Amisha didn’t like to leave anything to chance, that was something she and Derek had in common.

You’ll never have sex with another man again, popped into her brain, unbidden and she felt a claustrophobic tug in the pit of her stomach. Her memories flashbacked to the last man she had had sex with, before Derek, a tall Punjabi guy, a few years younger than her who had moved her around in all sorts of impossible poses.

‘It was like yoga meets sex,’ she had told a girlfriend delightedly, later, ‘yosex, sexga!’ Derek was a gentle lover for the most part, liking to take things slow and easy in bed, but she was pretty sure, after being with him for two years, that she’d never have sexga again. That’s okay, she thought to herself, soothingly, he knows what to do in bed, and that’s the most important thing.

You’ll never have sex with another man again.

SHUT UP.

The voice effectively silenced, she went back to holding up her sign. It wasn’t Derek’s fault that he couldn’t come this afternoon, he had planned to, he really had, but then something had come up at work and he had to work, but he had promised that he’d make it back home by the time they reached. Even though she had waved to them when they video chatted with him online, she had still made a sign, which she now brandished over her head:

‘Welcome, Masters!’

Their last name was Masters but, in retrospect, perhaps she could have gone with different wording. A new surge of passengers came out of the gate, and Amisha found herself sandwiched between a driver with sweaty armpits and a young man who seemed determined that his would be the first sign read. The travellers who were expecting to be picked up glanced at all the signs with hope and weariness, pairing off one by one, allowing their bags to be taken from them and soon, most of the crowd had cleared off, except Amisha and the young man, filled in by new signs and faces. She glanced at his sign. ‘Welcome home, Bhaiyya!’ and wondered what that story was. It would be easier to just ask him rather than wonder, but she had never been very good at striking up conversation with people she hadn’t been introduced to.

He was unflagging, holding his placard up high with no sign of bending his elbows. Amisha had her own propped up on the railing and even that began to hurt her arms.

Suddenly, an older man broke off from the crowd and came rushing towards the young man’s sign. His face lit up, and he held the sign out even further, like a candle. ‘I didn’t think you’d be here,’ said the older man, dropping his suitcase and clasping the young man by the shoulders. The young man was crying, Amisha noticed, and she felt bad observing what was such a very private moment; she turned away and the two left anyway. ‘I haven’t seen you in six years!’ drifted back to her. ‘You’ve grown so much. You look like a man now.’

The Masters were obviously never coming out. She toyed with texting Derek and saying his parents were a no show and going home, but that would make him even more anxious and then, his anxiety would travel over to her and the two of them would sit in silence in their flat jumping at small noises. She glanced up at the monitor over her head, the flight had definitely landed. Half an hour ago, in fact. She pulled herself up on to the railings, so she was sitting on them, trying to ignore the grubby feeling the metal left on her palms, and propped her sign in her lap. The airport security cop glanced at her, looked like he was going to get up and tell her to move, but then he seemed to change his mind or couldn’t be bothered and went back to idly watching the crowd.

What would they be like, her in-laws? This would be the first experience she was going to have of married life, actual married life, the in-law stuff that her married friends had been bitching about all this while. Somewhere within her, she was quite looking forward to a chance to bitch herself. ‘Derek and I have his parents in town this week,’ she had said in a text to a friend this morning. ‘And so I’m sorry we can’t make your dinner party.’ It was nice typing ‘Derek and I’. It was also nice that there was such a conventional explanation about why they were missing the party. An adult excuse. There was no turning back on her wedding now. Which was a relief—wasn’t it? It felt like a relief, but also, oddly, a little bit like a disappointment. You’ll never have sex with another man again.

‘Amisha?’ At first she didn’t respond, because the emphasis was on the wrong part of her name, aah-mish-aa, as if she were a member of an old-fashioned Pennsylvania tribe. ‘You are Aah-mish-aa, aren’t you?’ A middle-aged woman stood in front of her, pointing to the sign and smiling, and Amisha saw Derek’s eyes looking hopefully at her.

‘Yes!’ said Amisha, scrambling down from the railing, ‘Hello! Mrs Masters!’ She didn’t know what to call them, she realized. If they were Indian, she would have said ‘Aunty’, but Derek and she had never talked about it. She didn’t know what he’d call her parents. Mrs and Mr seemed safe for the Masters though. She was hoping Derek’s mother would wave her hand and say, ‘Please! Call me Ellie!’ but she just smiled at Amisha vaguely and gestured behind her to two men who were wheeling the trolley.

‘I found her!’ she called, and then, turning back to Amisha, ‘where’s Derek?’


Oh. Awk-ward.

Derek hadn’t had time to tell his parents he wasn’t coming, and so that task too, would be left to her. ‘He’s at work,’ she said, falteringly, ‘but he’ll be at home by the time we reach.’ Was it her imagination or did his mother just flick her eyes over her with a not very pleased look? They’ve just gotten off the flight, she begged her inner mind, be kind. The two men came up, and there was Derek all over again in his brother, except this Derek had swapped his nose for a sharper model, and it was very disconcerting to look straight at John so she looked down at the bags instead.

‘Welcome!’ she said, breaking out her exclamation marks again. ‘Hot, isn’t it? Good flight?’ John nodded and smiled at her while his father looked over her head hopefully.

‘Where’s Derek?’ he asked his wife, and she said, ‘Not here, he had to work.’

‘Eh?’ said the father, a bit hard of hearing, she knew this because she had heard Derek yelling into the computer, ‘Turn up the volume, Dad!’

‘HE’S AT WORK!’ yelled Mrs Masters, ‘HE’S MEETING US AT HOME.’ Other people turned to stare at them and Amisha felt awkward and in the way. But, this wasn’t her family, it wasn’t her place to judge. They ARE your family now, though, reminded her brain, and she sighed.

She led them to the taxi queue, Mr Masters still looking around wide-eyed. She wasn’t sure if he was looking at the sheer India-ness of it all or whether he was still confused about where Derek was. Mrs Masters alternated between looking worriedly at her luggage and tugging at him. ‘Dear, hurry up. Hurry up, dear!’ John, however, kept up, even though he was looking around as well.

Amisha felt a twinge of confused attraction towards him, she almost reached out and took his hand, he looked so much like Derek and yet, so not, and now she felt vaguely guilty as well. He caught her eye as she was supervising the luggage going into the trunk of the cab. ‘It’s something, isn’t it?’ he said, grinning, and she noticed his accent was a lot broader than Derek’s. Derek must have toned it down after so many years of living in India, she thought, and then felt surprised at the insight. She wasn’t sure what John was referring to, the airport, the taxi queue, the heat, the city itself, but it seemed safest just to smile and say, ‘Ya, it is.’ And then, as an afterthought, modestly, ‘But you get used to it.’

In the taxi, she had a small dilemma with whether to seat Mr Masters in the front (as the oldest—and she had been taught to give the best seats in the car to the oldest person) or to sit up front herself and give directions. Practicality won out over good manners, although she regretted it when she turned around and saw Mr Masters sitting in the middle, his knees up to his chest practically, because he was too tall to sit comfortably. It was weird to keep thinking of them as Mr and Mrs. After all, they were her new in-laws-to-be, and if they were Indian, they would have met several times by now, she would be intimate with them, and they would certainly not have thought it a big deal that their precious son had to work and had sent a substitute instead.

But there was no point thinking like that. They were what they were, she was what she was. She had chosen to marry a foreigner, and this was part of the territory. If only she knew other people who had done the same thing. She knew there were more and more mixed couples nowadays, just not any in her immediate circle of acquaintances, no one who could hold her hand and say, ‘This is how it is.’ Or ‘This is what you should be prepared for.’ Instead, she had a bagful of wisdom on how to deal with Indian in-laws, something that was not very useful in the present circumstances.

She found herself making random conversation, pointing out useless landmarks—there wasn’t really anything interesting between the international airport and their home—like ‘Oh, this flyover was just built.’ The Masters feigned interest quite well, she thought, making interested ‘Oh?’ and ‘Ah?’ noises. John even asked questions every now and then.

‘You must be tired,’ said Amisha, as they pulled into the gate of her apartment building. ‘The beds are all ready if you’d like to take a nap.’

‘No, we’re acclimatizing. John says that’s the best way to do it,’ said Mrs Masters, once again watching her luggage carefully.

‘Oh, okay.’ Amisha felt dread. How was she to entertain them if they stayed awake? She had counted on them napping for a good three or four hours, after which the plan was to go out for dinner. Now she would have to play the polite host all day. She pressed the bell for the lift, they wouldn’t all fit, not with luggage, told them to press the button for the third floor and started walking up the stairs.

To her surprise, John bounded after her. ‘I want to stretch my legs anyway,’ he said, smiling, and though she was getting used to the Non-Derek-Derek of him, she still felt their journey up the stairs was somehow intimate. She worried about how she must look from behind as he followed her, was her bottom too big? Was he judging her thighs? The tights she had on weren’t the most flattering ones she owned, and she felt sweaty and bloated. She got to the third floor faster than she ever had, fumbling in her bag for the key just as the lift doors opened and the parents stepped out. Please let Derek be home, she thought, and with this one wish, she turned the key and pushed it open and sure enough he was there, bent over his BlackBerry.

Amisha’s sigh of relief was so loud, she was sure the Masters had picked up on it, but it was all swept away in the excitement of arrival and greetings. Derek had a funny, strained smile on his face when he went over to his parents and they hugged him, his mother first, grasping him and holding on to him, rocking back and forth and finishing by giving him a big kiss on the cheek. Looking embarrassed, he turned to his father who gave him a man-hug, one arm, back pat, and to his brother who did the same. Then they all stood around, smiling at each other awkwardly.

It was Amisha who broke the silence, looking around for inspiration and once again, filled with love for her flat. ‘Let me show you around,’ she said. ‘We’ll put your bags away first.’

Derek gave her what she hoped was a grateful look as opposed to a this-house-is-so-inconvenient look, and she led them through the hall to the master bedroom where she had placed fresh flowers on the bedside table that morning.

She hoped they liked it. She loved what she had done to the place, the cherry-red bedspread, the crazy mermaid Madhubani painting on the wall. ‘Um,’ she paused, not sure whether to say Mr and Mrs Masters, and saved herself with, ‘Derek, your parents are sleeping here, right?’ She had made all the arrangements, so he looked surprised at being asked.

‘Yeah,’ he said, ‘this is the master bedroom, Mum.’

‘It’s lovely, sweetie,’ said his mother, looking around pleased. ‘Such a lovely room.’

‘That’s all Meesh,’ said Derek, smiling and coming over. He placed his hands on her shoulders from behind her and she felt a feather-light kiss on the top of her head. Suddenly she was filled with joy that she was marrying him, so much joy that it was almost a relief and she wanted to lean into his legs but he moved away and began to put away his parents’ suitcases.

Amisha moved out of the room and across the hall, where she swung open the door to their tiny study, which also served as a guest room. ‘This is where you’ll be sleeping, John,’ she said. It had been harder to make the study look inviting and attractive, but she had tossed a pretty tablecloth over the desk and placed the bed lengthwise. This way, it occupied more space in the room and made it slightly harder to navigate, but it looked more like a bedroom. There were flowers on the desk as well, but a masculine, fleshy orchid instead of the roses in the other room.

‘Where will you guys sleep?’ asked John, after he had put his suitcase under the bed.

‘In the living room,’ said Amisha and catching Derek’s eye, said quickly, ‘but that’s totally cool! We’ve had loads of guests before so it’s not like we’re not used to it.’ This bald lie popping straight out of her mouth so easily took her by surprise and when she glanced at Derek she couldn’t tell if he had noticed.

But then he said, ‘Yeah, we’re used to it.’

And she knew he had decided to roll with it.

‘I could get a hotel,’ said John, and Amisha said, ‘No, no, don’t be silly, it’s really no trouble.’

But as they walked out of the bedroom, she wondered if perhaps she had read that wrong. Maybe he wanted to get a hotel. If these were Indian in-laws, she knew the polite response was her response, but these were alien people, well, to her at any rate. These are Derek’s parents, this is Derek’s family and if he wants to say something different from what I am saying, he should just go ahead and say it.


But Derek remained silent and Amisha found herself again in a position where she had to break the silence. House tour done (maybe they should have gotten a larger house just so that she’d have a longer tour to give and less time trying to think of things to say), she arranged them around the dining table and, just so that she’d have something to do, got everyone a glass of cold water. I am so the good Indian daughter-in-law, she thought wryly, even when I’m marrying an Australian.

She was annoyed, though, that Derek wasn’t saying anything. Was this to be her role for the rest of their lives together? He’d leave all the heavy lifting to her? Resentfully, she turned to him and said, ‘How was work?’ The words came out nice and concerned, her voice was too trained to betray her now. It was odd, how she had gone from that tidal wave of love that washed over her in the bedroom to this, in minutes. I guess that’s marriage, she thought. Derek began talking about the crazy meetings he had had that day, and thankfully, his parents were interested in this subject, what their son did for a living so far away from them and they started to ask questions and soon there was a conversation going. John broke away from them and went to examine the silver-framed photographs of her and Derek that she had placed (artistically) on a low wood table.

‘This looks like it was fun,’ he said, holding up a picture they had taken on one of their first holidays together. They were in Rishikesh, walking, and she had gotten a stone in her shoe which she hadn’t removed when she first felt it and it had made a blister on her heel. Derek had picked her up in the classic carrying-over-threshold position and begun walking. She had been laughing so hard, she couldn’t remember what was so funny, but Derek had handed the camera to a local and he had got them, Derek’s teeth flashing, Amisha mid-laugh, her eyes screwed up, her head thrown back. It was her favourite picture, even if the later, less spontaneous ones they had taken, artsy shots in black and white, were far more flattering.

I will never sleep with another man again. The voice in her head had changed a little bit, substituting ‘sleep’ for ‘sex’ and ‘I’ for ‘you’ll’ which meant it had entered her conscious mind. After three days of having in-laws there, Amisha sat with bleary eyes, eating breakfast. Sleeping in the living room was hugely uncomfortable. To avoid the ‘I told you so’ fight, she had opted to sleep on the couch and given Derek the mattress on the floor. The couch was a hidden demon. Comfortable enough for short afternoon naps, sure, but it did nothing as a bed substitute.

She watched the Masters get ready to go out for the day and wondered if she could sneak into the bedroom when they were gone, turn up the air-conditioning so that it purred loudly, curl up with equally purry cats and go to sleep for a long time with the curtains drawn. Maybe that’s why her brain had said ‘sleep’, it was the only thing on her mind, but now, come to think of it, how wonderful it would be to nap with Derek! It had been so long since they had done that, not since their early days. A nap could be even more intimate than sex, an afternoon nap, when the world was busy and just the two of them lay cocooned with the perfect temperature, maybe peeling off their clothes and she would face him and his hands would cup her back, like she was fragile and precious.

Derek was working from home that week, so that he could entertain his family, but which meant he mostly locked himself up in the study to work for several hours at a stretch, and she had no excuse. It would have been too rude for her to also vanish. So, with as bright a smile as she could manage, she had been on tour guide duty, taking them around, making reservations for lunch and dinner, making sure they were happy and comfortable. This, she didn’t mind so much, they were her guests after all. No, what pissed her off was that Derek had completely accepted this. Apart from a vague shoulder caress every now and then, she couldn’t be sure whether he thought that she hadn’t noticed that he wasn’t doing anything at all, or whether he actually thought she preferred it this way.

She had showered in preparation for taking them to the Elephanta Caves, but just then, over her muesli, she decided not to. She was going to stay at home, and take a nap. And after her nap, she’d have a really long shower, the kind that scalded her skin, and she would read a magazine and surf the Internet, aimlessly. ‘You know what?’ she said, looking up, ‘you guys carry on. I’m feeling rather tired.’

‘You okay, Meesh?’ asked Derek. She could tell he was slightly annoyed at this change of plan. ‘Oh, I’m okay,’ she said, smiling, and waving her spoon at him, ‘I just really need a nap.’

‘Poor dear must be tired,’ said Mrs Masters, who had never said, ‘Call me Ellie’.

‘Oh, I am tired,’ said Amisha brightly, and heaved a huge sigh to prove her point.

‘I don’t know if they’ll be able to manage on their own,’ said Derek, his voice trailing off in what would normally be an effective manner. This was where she was supposed to step in and be accommodating, just like her mother had taught her.

Instead, she stood up and took her bowl to the sink.

‘You go,’ she told Derek, ‘spend some time with your family.’

He was upset, but he couldn’t say anything in front of them, and so they finally left, Derek with very bad grace, not even pausing to kiss her on the temple, like he normally did. As soon as they were gone, Amisha raced into the bedroom, yanked off her clothes, leaving them lying in a pile on the floor, jumped over the two messy suitcases that lay there and threw herself on the bed, startling the cats considerably.

‘This is marriage, pussy cats,’ she told them, as she moved the remotes for the air conditioner and the television side by side, turning them both on simultaneously.

You’ll never have sex with another man again.

Maybe I will, and maybe I won’t.
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The Small Confessions of Akshara


The things Akshara Seth wanted to say, at random inopportune moments, but didn’t, were usually the same recurring things. She wanted to grab people on local trains, while she was on the way to work. She wanted to tell her girlfriends when they were trying to have a girls’ night out, and be flighty and giggly and talk about boys and sex like they were so casual about it, but really, they really, really wanted answers, and the first thing Akshara always thought was that the problems they were having with boys was probably because they thought of them as ‘boys’. She wanted to whisper her list of secret things to Mo.

Mo whom she was no longer speaking to, or was he no longer speaking to her?

She missed him, not just the sleeping with him, even though that had been wonderful, she missed being his friend and him being hers, and having someone to go places with and giggle to, and having someone who had the power to make her breathlessly giddy just by taking her hand and winding his fingers through hers as they walked down the street.


One of her things: a middle-of-the-night ambush phone call. He’d pick up, groggy and dry-throated with sleep. ‘I love you,’ she would whisper and bang the phone down.

She had never done this, but spent a lot of time imagining that she had. She never thought about what would happen after she said the words. That didn’t seem relevant to her. What mattered was getting it out of herself, so that the confession would no longer be branded across her guts, she could even see the letters, raw and red and oozing; by blurting them out, she’d be bequeathing them to him and then they would no longer matter.

Another one of her things: ‘I like strawberry ice cream, and I know no one over the age of five really does, but I do.’ Her things didn’t all have to be revelations. Some were just things she wanted to share. Not with the whole world, mind you, not over the Internet, but to someone unexpected. Someone who didn’t know that about her already, and who now would have an image of Akshara, which included the fact that she loved strawberry ice cream. And then she would correct you, ‘I don’t love it, mind you. I’m not a big fan of ice cream in general. But given a choice, I’d take the strawberry. I like it. I have a working relationship with strawberry.’

Now here she was, at a party where she knew no one, the host was an old school friend who had just moved to Bombay and had insisted she come. Well, Akshara was quite sure that if she had made up an excuse at the last minute, the old school friend wouldn’t have pressed it. But the fact of the matter was that Akshara hadn’t left her house for a while, except to go to work. Her flatmate was still swanning about Goa, and even though she hated to admit it, a lot of her social life had been tied up with Mo. They had common friends, and went to the same bars, and while she had some individual friends of her own, she hadn’t called them since Mo and she had ended. If they had even ‘begun’. He had been so keen to keep it on the down low that no one knew, people might have suspected, but no one knew for sure.

Another thing: ‘I slept with Mo. And it was wonderful and it redefined what sex could be, for me. And I thought we were happy. Actually, we were happy. And then he was an idiot and ruined everything.’ This confession would have to be made to people who knew both of them so that someone else too would be aware of this momentous thing. It wouldn’t be just her secret. Once it was out there, it would belong to a lot of people and then she wouldn’t feel like she had invented the entire affair. Mo would never, ever, never, ever tell. And suppose she didn’t? She’d live to be eighty and then she’d die and no one would know and the thought of this made her despair slightly.

There was a couple next to her on the sofa who were having such a complete conversation, such a perfect conversation, to eavesdrop upon that she wondered for a moment whether they were doing it for her benefit. Maybe, she thought, maybe they were actors, maybe she was part of their play, or maybe, even more likely, they were sexual deviants who got off by having other people witness their fights. In her free time—another confession!—she read advice columns online. Not the stuff that came with the morning newspaper, those were either too tame or too blatantly made up (an example: I like to masturbate. Does this mean I’m not a virgin?). No, the ones Akshara frequented were all written by someone in the US, someone who had been there and done that, who had readers who obviously had also been there and done that. In this manner, Akshara found out that people had all sorts of kinks even if they looked perfectly normal. They could be zoophiles, people with a passion for four-legged creatures; they could be fond of soiling, taking their own or their partner’s faeces and rubbing it all over themselves. The most common were the ones who liked to be tied up, told what to do. This struck her as not unusual, she herself quite liked to be told what to do, and not just in bed. People just want someone else in charge of their lives, that’s why God was invented. The most heartbreaking was the man who wrote confessing to his love of children, and that wasn’t fatherly love either. He knew it was bad, and he had never acted on it, but he didn’t know what to do.

Suppose, thought Akshara musingly, suppose she had an uncontrollable passion for something that wasn’t usually invested with sexuality, like old lifts, for instance. Suppose, every time she got into an old lift, she wanted to do dirty things to it, to rub herself to orgasm against its shuttery gates, to lick the buttons, to peel off the ‘Capacity’ sticker and stick it inside herself. This wouldn’t be very nice, and no one would understand. So, she’d settle for sex with a person, a consenting adult, but every time she rode in a lift, she’d think how unfair it was that everyone in the whole world, well, not pedos, obviously, or bestiality people, but most people got to indulge their kinks, even the faeces-rubbers, and she didn’t. And that would make her angry.

She had become a lot more open and accepting of people after Mo. The truth was, he had pushed her sexual boundaries a little bit. He had held her down once, given her a ‘safe word’ and told her he wouldn’t stop, even if she begged and pleaded, until she said the word. They had picked Tabasco as their word. It was also the word they used when they wanted to have a private conversation while other people were around. ‘Tabasco,’ she’d say, when someone said something that triggered a flood of dirty thoughts within her and he’d smile secretly to himself and it was like foreplay. She didn’t use her safe word though, even though he had scared her with his force, she had sort of liked being scared. Later, there had been a finger circle of bruises around her wrists and she had rubbed them, but he hadn’t apologized, just the opposite, he had looked triumphant and she had felt full and filled.

‘I know where your brown shoes went,’ said the woman of the couple. The man had taken a drag of his cigarette. ‘I put them next to the trash can and the garbage man must have taken them away.’

He looked irritated, stubbed out the smoke and, looking away from her, said, ‘Why would you do that?’ They seemed unconcerned that Akshara was blatantly listening, and out of politeness, she turned her face away.

‘It’s not my fault, your red shoes were lying outside.’ They looked Indian, but they spoke with American accents.

‘Why would you put my shoes next to the trash?’ asked the man again. The woman shrugged. ‘Those were expensive shoes,’ said the man, and she yawned and looked away.

‘I have to go, I need to pick up Joey,’ she said. ‘I don’t feel well at all.’ They both stood up and glanced at Akshara, who looked up, but they barely registered her.

‘Will you be able to walk him?’ asked the man, sounding bored and the woman nodded and walked away. It was all like some surreal drama text, thought Akshara; if she were reading this in a book, the moment would be fraught with symbolism, the woman’s illness, the man’s barely concealed anger. I am not a part of this play, she thought, I am just the audience, and the fact that she had brushed up against these people’s lives and they didn’t even know her filled her with so much vertigo that she closed her eyes for a moment and inhaled deeply, thrice.


This happened to her frequently. Once, at the British Council Library, she had been walking up the stairs and a woman had been calling to her child, and Akshara passed them and thought, they will go on with their lives and I will go on with mine and they exist simultaneously with me. How could she be both the centre of her life and not even a factor in other peoples’? Had everyone on the planet, except she, come to terms with this? Did everyone get that weird, giddy feeling you get when you first think about infinity and what it actually means?

When next she went to the bar for a drink, she decided the only way to liven up the party for herself was to pick the next person who spoke to her and tell him or her exactly three of her things. She wouldn’t decide in advance what those things would be, she’d just pick the first three that came to her mind. She would tell without giving room for the other person to interpret them back to her, and then, she would leave. She went back to the red, sagging couch, went back to her space in the corner and waited. She wanted to giggle.

She didn’t have to wait very long. A tall man came up to her, asked her if the seat was taken and when she shook her head, he plopped down next to her.

‘Cheers,’ he said. His voice was hoarse.

‘Cheers,’ said Akshara back, and now that there was actually a person sitting next to her, she began to chicken out of her game. Besides, how would she begin? She couldn’t just launch into it. She’d have to do the whole dance of what do you do and whom do you know and where do you come from. She was already getting annoyed and it was this annoyance that made her cross her legs, turn to him and say, ‘I watch reality shows all Sunday. I don’t have a TV so I download them on my laptop. I tell people I watch movies when, in fact, I’m watching America’s Next Top Model or something about rich housewives in suburban America and I watch them from the moment I wake up to the moment I go to sleep, about seven hours of it, and by the end, I feel like I almost am these women. I feel my accent changing, I feel myself getting meaner, why are people on reality shows so mean? I feel like nothing matters except money, and like I could easily backstab someone I consider my best friend. I can also feel my brain rotting, like literally rotting, when I do this, but I can’t stop.’ You’re a weirdo, said her inner voice and she tried to drown it out by taking a large chug of her drink.

The man next to her seemed unmoved. She was unsure if he had even heard her. On to thing two: ‘I like to walk around the house touching my stomach. I don’t know why, but if I’m on the phone or just going to get water or something, I’ll just like walk around touching it. Once, I did it at work, that I noticed, I mean, I might have done it subconsciously at other times, and I thought what if my colleagues think I’m really weird or something, and I’ve got to stop, but while I was having this thought, I noticed I was touching my stomach the whole time.’ She glanced at the man again.

His mouth twitched.

She took a deep breath to launch into her third thing, and he said, ‘Unconsciously.’

‘Pardon?’ asked Akshara.

‘You mean unconsciously. Not sub. You were doing it but you didn’t realize you were doing it.’

‘Oh,’ she said, feeling suddenly a bit chastened. The man looked at her for the first time, really looked, and Akshara couldn’t tell if he was attractive or not, just that he held her gaze a couple of seconds longer than was comfortable.

‘I don’t like parties,’ he said, ‘I never have. I go to them because I feel they check something off in my life: works hard, goes to parties, is social. I wonder sometimes if the fact that I’m using them as a point system for my life means I’m doing something wrong.’

She opened her mouth, he held up his hand. ‘I’m not even checking it off correctly. In my inner point system—I have points for everything—“being social” means I talk to three varied people. I listen to their one-line descriptions of their lives and I tell them about mine. Then, I collect a phone number. I never call it. But when I wake up the next day, I have a phone number, which I add to my point system, for me, it’s not being social unless I do these things. I have all these phone numbers on my cell, all with the person’s name and where I met them, and I have never, not once, called them.’

‘You could have mine,’ said Akshara, ‘and then that’s one thing you can check off.’

‘That won’t work,’ said the man.

‘Why not?’

‘Because I actually want to dial your number.’

Akshara felt herself blushing furiously. She didn’t know whether this was the drink or the fact that she had spilled some of her things on this man and he wanted to hear from her again. The plan had been to reveal and leave. The plan was obviously not working. Besides, it was bothering her that she couldn’t figure out whether or not he was attractive. Whether or not she was attracted to him. Oh, Mo, she thought, if things had worked out between you and me I wouldn’t be having this conversation with someone else. I wouldn’t be in this position. Suddenly, she felt very tired of Mo, of the entire situation.

‘Okay,’ she said to the man, ‘you can have my number, but I’m leaving now.’

‘I’ll come with you,’ he said, and she couldn’t think of a good enough reason to disagree. She didn’t want to disagree anyway. They were standing up, and they were saying goodbye to her old school friend and they were out of the door into the lift, and going down in silence, and she thought of her Being Attracted To Old Lifts fetish, and almost didn’t bring it up, but then she did. ‘Or planes,’ he said, when she was done. ‘Imagine if you were attracted to aeroplanes. If nothing else, imagine the cost of you travelling back and forth just so you could fulfil your fantasy.’

‘I’d be the man then,’ she said, ‘because being attracted to an aeroplane is a being-inside-something fantasy.’

‘Women can be inside things too,’ he said. ‘But I see what you mean.’

They stepped outside and into a waiting taxi cab. The whole evening had a pre-made quality to it, like it had been rehearsed.

‘My house?’ said the man.

‘You could be a rapist,’ said Akshara.

‘That is true,’ he said. ‘Do you have anyone you could call and tell your whereabouts to?’

She almost didn’t, but then, with a little smile, she dialled the number and handed him the phone.

‘Who am I speaking to?’ he asked her.

‘My friend Mo,’ said Akshara.
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Wisdom is as Wisdom Does


My second week in Goa, I do two foolish things. One is just regular stupid. I get a haircut at a place I probably shouldn’t have gotten a haircut at. It is called the Mona Lisa parlour, at least, that’s what I can make out from the peeling sign, now it just looks like O A I S A all scraped up. Someone had once lovingly stuck on those 3D Catholic decals, Jesus with his hand raised, his heart exposed, Mary in blue (why is she always in blue?), holding a baby, a sign that says, ‘God loves you’, but those have been pried from the wall years ago, you could tell, the edges are coming off, and each is surrounded by a halo of dirty fingerprints. I am hot, my hair flopped like a furry dead fish, even in its bun sticking to the back of my neck, and I am waiting for Des. He isn’t late, I am early, and I am early only because I haven’t had much to do this morning except lie on my mattress, directly under the fan and think about my life.

Here’s what happened right before I came to Goa, I broke up with somebody. His name is Ankur. I know I said I wasn’t ready to talk about it, but I’m ready to talk about it now. Ankur wasn’t the picture I’d draw if you asked me who my perfect guy was, but after I met him, I had a hard time believing anyone else could be. He sort of wormed his way into my life, I guess, in this insidious fashion, and before I knew it, I couldn’t do without him. That makes me sound passive, but if you’ve been with me so far, you know I’m kind of passive. I like, I liked, nothing better in relationships than for someone else to have the answers and take the lead. I believed in marriage and babies. I thought that was what the world had in store for me. I didn’t believe in them passionately, like I never made it a life goal, but on my flowchart of how my life was supposed to go, marriage was definitely on it. I didn’t allow myself to have any ambivalent feelings, and so I didn’t.

One by one, over the years, my friends have been getting married. It started with a trickle and grew to a tide. Now, people call me months in advance to warn me about their weddings in the winter—the most popular time—and usually, I have to juggle between three or four weddings every season. It’s one of the things that make me think I’m getting older, like marriage is part of a checklist I should be crossing off, this is my role as an adult woman. I make my own family, having risen from my parents’ family, and so on and so forth. Sometimes I think there’s something wrong with me for not wanting marriage enough, for not making it a priority. How do I know marriage isn’t my priority? I’ve seen people who’ve made it theirs, and their goals and their focus are so different from mine. I drift and they aim; I am a piece of wood, they are arrows. I am of the school of thought that I’ll get there eventually, refusing to believe in the existence of mortality or ageing. I’ve looked the same age since I was in my early 20s, and this makes me think my womb too is youthful-looking.

I spent the two years I was with Ankur as a study in contrasts. In year one, I was deliriously happy, so happy that I often checked with myself to see if this was really truly happening, if this was really truly me. I like to think he was of the same state of mind as I was, but he wasn’t. He was a matter-of-fact guy, he took his happiness and mine for granted. He was never overcome like I was; say, sitting in front of my mirror suddenly awash with happiness; and because of this, he could casually kiss my shoulder and go about his day. Once, I tried to talk to him about it. ‘Don’t you feel lucky?’ I asked and he sort of shrugged and sort of smiled with one half of his mouth and said, ‘Yeah, I guess.’ But I knew he didn’t feel the same sort of amazed glee that I did, his was ‘This Is What I Deserve’, and this very subtle but very real difference led us straight into year two, my second year with him and my swing from overjoyed to heartbroken.

It was my fault, my friends say, and so do I, in the middle of the night, to myself. Here’s what happened. My checklist rolled around. It was time, very simply, for me to cross off that next big goal in my life, to Get Married. To be a Mr and a Mrs. Nothing outside prompted this, it didn’t change my vague feelings towards marriage in general, and much as I’d like to blame it on my parents, they’d been putting pressure on me for years, so it’s unlikely that I would’ve started listening to them just then. But you go through your whole life—well, maybe not you, but I certainly did—swinging from one point to another. School to college, college to job, job to marriage to job to kids, being a parent, and so on. When I hear about people abroad taking gap years, it’s about as alien a concept as the country itself seems. Imagine taking a year off. Imagine how far behind you’d fall.

One morning, over coffee, I decided I wanted to get married. I was having coffee with a friend, actually, she was a friend of Ankur’s. I don’t have that many friends of my own. And then she asked me, quite casually, reaching over for the brown sugar, ‘So, when are you guys getting married?’ and it was like this light went off in my head. I mean, literally, a light. I thought I was having a seizure, there was this sudden flash in my brain and I came out of it open-mouthed and gasping a little bit.

‘What?’ she asked and I looked at her and said, ‘I think we’re getting married quite soon’ and she said, ‘Oh, wonderful! When?’ and I said, ‘I don’t know, I have to go.’ And threw some money on the table and ran out of there, okay, maybe not ran, but walked fast, my chappals catching on the mat, so I nearly tumbled, but I was so excited.

I went running to Ankur’s house, it was a Sunday, so he was in. I smiled at his mother when she let me in, and she asked if I wanted breakfast but I shook my head, I was in such a hurry. His parents were nice about me staying over, and being at their house at all hours, so it was okay that I opened his door and went straight in to wake him up. Which I didn’t need to, because he was already by his massive monitor, clicking on some link or the other.

‘Hello! You’re early!’ he said, sounding pleased, and I sat on the edge of his bed, all excited, and said, ‘I think we should get married now.’

‘Now?’ he said, laughing, ‘you mean right this minute?’ It was so like him to pretend to take literally what I said and twist it around so the sentence lost its meaning.

I see now, that then, in my impatience to convey my feelings to him, I waved him aside and said, ‘No, not right this minute, but like, that should be our next step. We’ve been dating for over a year now.’

‘Ladli,’ he said, a look of alarm passing over his face, ‘we’re not getting married.’


‘Like ever?’ I asked and he shrugged like he did when I asked him if he loved me, a shrug that meant possibly or maybe but usually meant no. ‘But then,’ I stammered and he asked, ‘But then what?’ and I said, ‘But then what happens?’ I could see our future stretching out in front of us, in hiatus, boyfriend–girlfriend for the rest of our lives. Was that what I wanted? No, I decided then, that was not what I wanted. What else is a relationship for but to grow from point to point? What is a relationship except two people evolving with each other?

‘I guess I can’t see you any more,’ I said, my eyes already filling with tears.

He crossed over and took me in his arms and murmured, ‘Baby’, and I thought he was going to sort it out and he’d tell me he would marry me, just not right then, and everything would be all right. ‘Who’s getting married next, hanh?’ he asked. ‘Did you get an invitation in the mail?’

It was at this point that I swung from How Lucky Am I to The Person I Love Most In The World Doesn’t Know A Thing About Me. We limped along for the rest of the year, but the M word had been said and it couldn’t be unsaid.

The funny thing is, looking back, I never had another flash-of-light revelation. Everything just seemed to grow dimmer, not quite so bright, and already our days together had a dirty quality about them, like they had been used. I guess Ankur thought I’d forgotten about it, because I didn’t bring it up for another week. But I’d be in the middle of a happy moment, we’d be watching a movie, or having very romantic drinks and somewhere, I’d think, ‘This is all a farce. This is not real, this is not true, because he doesn’t want to marry you. And never will.’ It got sort of annoying, having a third party along on our dates, but the voice in my head refused to quit. I spent a lot of time by myself, just sitting in darkened rooms, the drama of it somehow appealing to me, and I could tell Ankur was getting irritated.

Six months on:

‘Why do you even want to marry me?’ he asked.

‘It’s what people do,’ I flashed back. ‘You date someone, and if you’ve been dating them long enough, you marry them. It’s the way of the world! Otherwise, why waste time?’ I started to think of myself as a product, rapidly growing old. Who would want to buy an old model of a cell phone when a brand new one had just been released? If you could have anyone you wanted, why would you pick the one who was already a little stale? I began to think of the time we had spent together as time I could have spent as a younger woman finding someone who would want to settle down. A bad investment, our whole relationship was a bad investment. And Ankur’s not dumb, he picked up on this too.

‘I could be anyone then,’ he spat out. ‘You don’t necessarily want to marry me, you just want to marry anyone you’ve dated for over a year. Is that it?’ He looked at me a little bit like he was trying to learn me all over again and a lot like he was waiting for me to contradict him. I didn’t. Instead, I looked down at my bare feet. My toes badly needed a pedicure. I felt awkward and ugly and unloved. The first lesson I had learned about men was that marriage or a commitment equals love. If he loves you, he will date you; if he loves you, he will want to marry you. I loved Ankur, I wanted to marry him, and now, it was becoming clear that he didn’t love me. ‘You’re unbelievable,’ he said, shaking his head and I yelled, ‘Give me one good reason why you don’t want to get married!’ and he started to walk out of the door and turned around and said, ‘I only want to marry someone who wants to marry me, not just someone who wants to get married’ and I said, ‘That makes no sense!’ even though it did, it made total and utter sense, but I couldn’t say that and then, oh, he was gone.

We made up the next week, made love mid-week, and by Thursday night, it looked like we were back on track. I wasn’t saying anything, barely breathing for fear I’d ruin it, but he brought it up anyway. We were eating leftover Chinese food at his house, watching a movie on his big computer monitor, the AC was on high, and I was in my lounge pants, soft cotton that had been washed so often that they had ceased to be attractive, but were still the most comfortable things I owned. The movie ended, and I had fallen asleep without meaning to, waking up to him touching my shoulder and softly murmuring my name.

‘What?’ I asked, eyes still closed.

‘Get up, you’ve got to go home,’ he said.

‘I’ll sleep here,’ I said, I had done it a thousand times before, and I prepared to roll over and curl up, back to my dreams.

‘No,’ he said, ‘go home.’

Something about his voice made me open my eyes finally, he was standing by the light switch and when he saw I was awake, he flicked the lights on, the horrible tube lights, not the yellow lights that I preferred. Normally, he’d wait for me to be fully awake before he did this, sometimes telling me to cover my eyes so he could turn the lights on, but that night, he stood there, unapologetic.

‘Hey!’ I said, getting out of bed, shading my eyes with my palm.

‘Got everything?’ he asked, still in this strange voice, this ‘tube-light’ voice, harsh and unflattering and removing all shadows.

The door to the Mona Lisa parlour swings open and there’s a fat woman there still laughing about something someone inside has said. I’d put her in her mid-thirties, wearing a nightgown. The most remarkable thing about her is the line of stubble on her upper lip, it looks as though she’s taken a razor to it, and I realize I’ve never seen that blue line on a woman’s lip. I can’t stop staring at it, but then, she’s looking at me with distaste, so I suppose we’re even.

One of us has to say something, so I do. ‘Haircut?’ I squeak.

She looks me up and down, but I’m relieved that she doesn’t look doubtful. She seems convinced that her beauty parlour is the best place to get a haircut, at this point she’s just looking at me to see if I’m worthy. Then she swings open the door, yells something unintelligible and the door is closed in my face. Am I meant to follow? A giggling girl sticks her head out and looks at me, deeply amused. ‘Haircut?’ she asks and ‘Haircut,’ I acknowledge, and she does a well-come-in-then gesture with her head and I follow her indoors. A bell over the door jangles when we walk through. The low cane table against which my hand brushes feels sticky and undusted.

It’s not too late to change my mind, but I submit to being whisked into a grubby plastic sheet and place my head over a sink. Water runs down and into my left ear. Giggles McGiggleson is going to town with the shampoo. Her fingers probe my scalp like it’s diseased, she can’t bear to do it, and I get shampoo in my eye.

The fat lady’s back, but she’s changed out of her nightie.

‘Get up,’ says Giggles, ‘you can have that chair.’ She tries to wrap a towel around my head like a turban and gives up halfway. I sit in the chair and she pumps a lever bringing me down two levels, with her eyes all the while looking off into the middle distance. It looked like she was giving the chair a hand job, to tell the truth, and I’m halfway through having this thought when I give myself a scolding for being dirty. Hand jobs are on my mind though, well, maybe not hand jobs per se, but penises, definitely. Ankur had a lovely penis—is it weird to say that? I was fond of it, it seemed happy to see me. I think about bulges in pants, and then I think about Des, and maybe causing his pant bulge and then I feel a rush through my body so vivid I’m scared that everyone will be able to know what I’m thinking about! Moustache Hairyface picks up bits of my wet hair and looks at it.

‘What you want?’ she asks and I’m tempted to reply with an existential answer, ‘What does anyone want?’ but I shrug instead. Maybe other hairdressers would push, but Moustache just picks up her scissors and begins snipping away at it. I try not to say anything—really, I do—but there’s one point where at least four inches of my hair are on the floor and I let out a strangled sound. Moustache ignores me, combs half my hair over my face and looks—if I can tell through all this hair in my eyes—a little gleeful. Snip, snip, snip go her scissors, oh my God, she’s given me a fringe. Not bangs, bangs imply something stylish and mod, this is the kind of fringe the heroine has in the Before part of a makeover scene, thick, in my eyes and completely dorky-looking.

‘Okay, blow dry!’ she barks out to Giggles, who comes scampering up with a machine which looks like it’s used regularly for ritual bathtub suicide.

‘No!’ I yelp, climbing out of my chair, trying very hard to push my fringe out of my eyes.

‘No blow dry?’ Moustache looks sceptical. ‘Price is still the same, but.’

It’s Rs 150, cheaper than my last drink, and I pay and leave, trying not to look into any mirrors on my way out.

I guess you could say Ankur and I broke up that night, although it took another six weeks of unhappiness before we—and by ‘we’ I mean ‘he’, I didn’t do anything—decided to call it quits. I’m still not very clear why he didn’t want to marry me, or why he didn’t want to get married, period. I just know that he didn’t and I did. Note the past tense. I no longer think I want to. But if Ankur were to appear right now, and say, ‘Ladli, I’ve made a huge mistake, please marry me’, I’m not sure what I’d say.

I’m meant to say, ‘No! Get out of my life! I’ve moved on!’ but I can’t find that response so easily at the tip of my tongue. Does that mean I still love him? That I still want to marry him? Do I want to marry anybody?

My second foolish thing, while we’re on the subject of marriage and people who are married, is hooking up with Michael Loon. And I do mean ‘hooking up’ in the teenage sense of the word. There was no coitus, but there was some groping, his tongue in my mouth, his hand under my bikini. I was passive through all this, I wanted him to kiss me, I guess, or I wouldn’t have gone over. It had been a particularly hot day and I wasn’t in the mood for the beach so I called Michael and he said he was home alone with the kids. Nina had gone shopping with a friend, and I was welcome to go over and use their pool.

Joshua had an aunt’s birthday or something, so he couldn’t drop me and I took an auto rickshaw. In retrospect, maybe Joshua would have talked me out of it? But when I went over, I didn’t know I was going to do anything that required being talked out of. Okay, that’s not completely true. There was a strange frisson in the air that morning, even when I dialled his number. I kind of knew that something was going to happen. The past couple of times we had met had been completely innocent, except a gaze held too long once, his knuckles passing casually over my knee another time. Nothing to base an affair upon.

But I knew I had read the mood right when the door swung open and he was waiting for me, leaning casually against the fridge. I didn’t want to make out with him and yet I did. Something in me wanted to erase the bitterness of my recent past by imposing bitterness upon him and his marriage. Marriages are a lie. I took off my sundress as we walked down the corridor and jumped into the pool in front of him. The children were napping. He jumped in with me, I swam very close and I heard him take a deep breath. Our bodies were almost touching, I smiled a little bit and then he was kissing me like he had wanted to for a long, long time.

I didn’t even suggest we get out of the pool, didn’t care if the children saw us or if Nina came home unexpectedly. I didn’t plan on ever seeing them again. I let him move his hands underwater between my legs, and I let myself feel knee-shaking pleasure. When he was done, I didn’t offer to return the favour. He looked guilty, but I didn’t stop to comfort him. ‘I should go,’ I said, and almost added, ‘good luck with your marriage’ but didn’t, and then thought what the heck, and did. My rickshaw did a U-turn past the building and I saw the slight figure of Nina, stopping for just a second before she entered the house, her sunglasses on, her profile unbearably sad.

So, that’s what happened with the Loons. I still don’t think I ever want to get married, I feel bitter and jaded, but then Des rides his scooter up to the shack I’m sitting in and I see him walk in and my heart constricts and I forget about my bad haircut, so who knows? Maybe I’ll change my mind again.
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Distinctions, Not Differences


Some things about dating an older man are different. Young men, the men I’m used to dating are all about exuberance and enthusiasm. I mean, it’s like their making out is all!!! Whereas Yusuf is a semicolon or even a comma, he is all pauses. At first, I totally hated it. Okay, hate is a pretty strong word, but I wasn’t used to it and so it felt weird that someone would spend so long giving me a hand massage (yes, that’s a thing, I never knew either) as opposed to trying to take my bra off. And then I started to like the hand massage, it felt quite good. I didn’t realize how much my thumbs ached at the end of the day. How much all of me aches, and Yusuf had a way of ironing out my knots, spending a very long time with that one sweet spot right up between my shoulder blades, and never asking for anything in return. That also threw me. I’m used to being an equally enthusiastic partner in sexual things. Sometimes, yeah, I do just lie there, but then I try to make the right noises and move my hips enough so it’s like I’m participating.

The first time I tried that with Yusuf, he stopped halfway through and looked me straight in the eye and said, ‘What are you doing?’ I was still in the zone, still moving, still moaning, so it took me a little bit to realize he wasn’t moving and moaning along with me.

‘What?’ I asked.

‘Where’d you learn that?’ he asked, looking amused and then rolling off me.

‘Hey!’ I said, and then ‘Hey!’ again, pinching him, because he was just sitting up casually, taking off his condom, acting like he hadn’t just totally stopped in the middle of mind-blowing sex (okay, okay, not mind-blowing. I’d had better. Maybe … average?).

‘Hey yourself,’ he said, pouring himself a glass of water.

‘Why did you just do that?’ I asked, sitting up too. He passed me the glass of water and stroked my hair back off my forehead. I had a sudden thought—oh God, how obvious—of my father, doing the same thing—minus the naked sexing—when I was sick, checking my forehead, giving me a glass of water. Not sick–sick, that was my mother’s domain, but my dad always seemed to know when I needed a glass of water.

Yusuf keeps a bottle by his bed, he had only just given up smoking and talked me into giving up too; using the best argument, ‘I don’t want to kiss an ashtray’, and so there was always water in convenient places, so we could have a glass instead of smoking.

‘You need to unlearn some stuff you think is sexy, Shay,’ he said, squeezing my hand. ‘I mean, I know you think that all guys want is some kind of porn star in bed, but trust me, it’s so much sexier when the lady is just enjoying herself.’

‘I am enjoying myself,’ I said, sulkily.

‘Oh,’ he said, waggling his eyebrows at me, ‘if you think that’s enjoyment, you are in for a treat, young lady.’

I guess the dad stuff and the ‘young lady’ stuff should’ve creeped me out. But I don’t know, for the first time ever, I felt totally safe, and totally able to let go. And I saw what he meant, he spent several Sundays convincing me of his methods, and oh my God, that sex was mind-blowing. I missed the enthusiastic humping that the younger dudes did every now and then, but it was worth swapping it, I think.

Yusuf may not be on the ‘go’ all the time, our sex life is maybe once or twice a week? But they’re good once or twices, they actually count. And the times when we’re not doing the, you know, penetrative stuff, he’s doing other stuff, so I’m pleased, generally. I can’t complain. He made me feel small and young and vulnerable.

‘Bobo?’ he said, one evening. ‘Bobo’ was his name for me, I don’t know why. It didn’t sound anything like Shayna, but it seemed to please him. I just called him Yusuf, but I dragged it out when I was feeling affectionate so it sounded like Yooosuff. I let every letter melt on my tongue. That evening, I was playing with the dog, she was quite old, but liked having her ears stroked. You had to do it just the right way, a tug and a pull at the ends, and she liked a firm grip and a scratch on the furrows between her eyes.

‘I never know whether you’re talking to me or the dog when you say “Bobo”,’ I said.

He laughed in his throat. ‘This time, you.’

‘What is it?’ I asked. The dog slipped her nose into my palm.

‘You good, Bobo? You have everything you need?’ He looked at me, and then, like he couldn’t bear to look any more, turned his glass to the light. I knew he was asking if I was happy with him, and I considered it, sitting there in that cool room, on the comfortable rug, dog’s head on my knee and a book I kept picking up and reading a few pages at a time lying face down on the sofa. That was also Yusuf’s doing, and to please him, I read it, and it all felt very grown-up, this life. On the coffee table, if I wanted it, was a Martini he had made for me, and the remote for the television. I had been spending almost every night there since the first week, my underwear tumbled with his in the washing machine, one of his T-shirts was ‘mine’ to wear around the house in the mornings. At night, I had turned into someone who slept naked, even though I had never done that before, but in his gorgeous, dark, climate-controlled bedroom, I felt I could. There was a light cotton quilt we could use if we got too cold, and sometimes, at night, Yusuf would turn over, completely in his sleep and spoon me harder than anyone ever had before, his stubble lightly scratching my back. I always woke up when he did that, but woke up in a good way, like you used to when you were a kid, in the backseat of your parents’ car, and you didn’t realize you had fallen asleep and you had been carried to the car, and your brother was asleep next to you, and you opened your eyes just a crack and you could hear your parents talking in low voices in the front seat. Like you were so loved.

Yusuf was still waiting for an answer and I smiled at him. ‘Yeah, I’m good,’ I said, and then, because his eyes softened as he looked at me, I got up abruptly and said, ‘I’m starving. What shall we eat tonight?’ Man, I loved his kitchen. It was always so stocked and full of goodies. He went grocery shopping once a week, to this large food outlet all the way out in Malad, and one week he had taken me, but I had just been so awestruck by all the stuff, I couldn’t make a decision.

‘Pick something, Shay,’ he’d said, ruffling my hair. ‘I’ve got all the groceries. So you can get us a treat.’ So I got a twenty pack of microwave popcorn, which always felt like an indulgence to me, something only to be bought for special occasions, but he smiled, said, ‘Good choice’ and tossed it into the cart.

He had a maid who came and cooked, better stuff than I had eaten for a while, because Yusuf was a Foodie with F-O-O-D in capitals. But most nights, he just told her what to prep in the daytime and then cooked himself. ‘I’m glad you’re here,’ he told me once. ‘I used to hate cooking just for myself. I’ve eaten so much better since you came into my life.’

He offered to teach me how to cook, but I had absolutely no interest, so this was the time when he busied himself with stirring and frying, and I either sat cross-legged on the kitchen counter, talking to him and nibbling on something or the other, or I spent watching TV or reading that massive book he had got me started on.

‘I thought I’d do Khow Suey tonight,’ he said, walking past me and kissing me on the forehead as he passed. ‘You like Khow Suey?’

I was only very vaguely aware what it was, but I said, ‘Mmm, yes, totally.’ As it was, I had a total disadvantage compared to him, I’d never felt inadequate before, but Yusuf had read so much, done so much, that my life experiences felt very unformed.

‘Would you take her for a walk, please?’ asked Yusuf, indicating the dog. ‘It won’t take long to make and she’d love a walk, she’s been in all day.’

‘Sure,’ I said, reaching for the leash on top of the bookshelf. The dog got super excited, weaving her way between my legs, dripping saliva on my feet in a loving way, as I tried to get the leash on.

‘Thank you,’ he said, ruffling my hair again, but then making up for that daddy-gesture by grabbing my ass.

I guess if I told anyone else about it, even Vidur, who is normally the kinkiest person I have ever met, it would all come across as a little bit creepy. Yusuf was so much older than me, and I’m not stupid. I know there’s only one thing that an older man wants, usually, and it wouldn’t be my mind. But isn’t that what they all want ultimately? I thought of all the other boys I had been intimate with, three of them before Yusuf, and that’s three including everything, not just the ones I had had sex with. Actually, I’d had sex only with one other person. I probably come across as a lot more slutty than I really am. It’s something I do on purpose, I lower my voice and cross my legs so my dress rides up my knees, and I smoke, with hooded eyes. Except I couldn’t smoke any more because Yusuf made me quit. At least, he thought I had, but when I was walking the dog, I fished out one crumpled cigarette from my bra and snuck off to smoke it. I guessed he’d smell it on my breath and my clothes, but I was prepared to lie about it. I had before, and he hadn’t called me on it, but here’s the thing. I had gotten so used to seeing him in this dual father-figure-meets-lover role, I gave him the authority to ask me if I was smoking, all prepared with a little story, but he never asked.

Just as I had taken the dog on two rounds of the building, my phone beeped thrice. Three text messages, like staccato bullets. The first one from Yusuf read: ‘Darling, dinner’s ready.’ The second one from Vidur read: ‘Hello stranger! Let’s go out and get shit-faced tonight. I have a new fellow who’s bent on breaking my heart.’ And the third one from my brother read: ‘Shayna, Mummy and I arrive tomorrow evening on the 7.30 flight. Please come and receive us at the airport and we’ll have dinner somewhere.’ I knew why my brother hadn’t called me instead; a call would’ve meant that I could have made excuses. This way, even if I texted him back saying that tomorrow evening was impossible for me, he’d pretend not to have seen it.

I turned my thoughts to pleasanter things and Vidur’s text as I pressed the button for the lift. It would be awesome to see him. I felt like I hadn’t for ages. Of course, I still saw him at work, but we had had a hard time catching up there, being on opposite schedules that week, and usually, our gossiping was reserved for after hours, when we went for a drink. These days, I had taken to rushing home, either to stop at my own apartment to get supplies or straight to Yusuf’s, where he never seemed encumbered with his nine-to-five job and was always waiting for me with a drink. Some days—and this had started happening more frequently—he’d send his car for me. Just that afternoon, it had arrived and Vidur had spotted it as we walked outside, and he had tried mightily to keep from rolling his eyes, but hadn’t quite succeeded.

‘It’s just a car, okay?’ I said, feeling defensive. ‘He’s not using it at the moment.’

Vidur spread his palms up and shrugged his shoulders in a what-you-gonna-do way and said, ‘Bye, Shayna!’ as he made his way to the main road.

‘Wait!’ I called after him. ‘Can I give you a ride somewhere?’ but Vidur just shook his head and said, ‘We’ll speak later!’

I was pleased to get his text that night, it meant he wasn’t pissed and still wanted to be my friend. Plus, it had been a while, ever since I had started dating Yusuf—I did some quick finger maths—so, for eighteen days now, I hadn’t been out on the town. It was time to be myself again.

‘You have your determined look on,’ said Yusuf when I came in and unleashed the dog. I stretched, letting my T-shirt ride up, reminding him that his girlfriend was young and attractive and had to do young and attractive things.

‘I didn’t know I had a determined look,’ I said, and followed this up with, ‘wow, that walk made me really hot’ and stripped off my T-shirt, standing there in my bra and my shorts.

I waited for him to come over and grab me, but while he smiled, he also said, ‘Are you hungry?’ and I was reminded all over again that this was not the kind of relationship where I could do that.

We ate, I a little less because I wanted to feel sexy and not have a big food belly right after, and then I sent Vidur a text saying I’d meet him in an hour. Then I stretched out my foot and placed it on Yusuf’s crotch. We both watched the movements of my leg. I looked up at his face. ‘Hi,’ he said, smiling, and I stood up, shook my hair around and led him by the hand to the bedroom.

After, I lay on his chest and he stroked my hair. I tried to subtly shift my head so I could see the clock on the bedside table. Yusuf felt me stirring and sat up, pouring me the usual glass of water. I clocked the clock. If I left now, I’d be ten minutes late.

‘No thanks,’ I said to the water, and got out of bed, casually, super casually putting on my bra. ‘Where are you going?’ asked Yusuf, and I looked at him with practised blankness for five seconds before I said, ‘Oh, just to meet Vidur for a drink.’

‘Now?’ he asked and I said, ‘Yeah, he’s having boy trouble.’ And I made the sympathetic face you’re meant to make when your single friend is having trouble and you’re discussing it with your boyfriend; both of you feeling a certain degree of smugness that your own love life is so trouble-free that you can actually discuss other people’s problems. He lay there and watched me dress and vanish off to wash my face and then he called out something which I didn’t get. ‘What?’ I asked, sticking my head out of the loo door, toothbrush in my mouth.

‘I said, can you give me five minutes? I need a shower.’

‘Oh,’ I said, looking at him smiling at me expectantly. I went back inside the bathroom and spat into the sink. There were two things I could do, accept and then sit there with him and Vidur all night, not having a chance to bond with Vidur at all, or tell Yusuf that I wanted a night out on my own. For a moment, I quailed and almost went with the easy choice, but then I shook myself and went outside again. Yusuf was sitting up in bed, apparently waiting for me, his eyebrows already raised.

‘The thing is,’ I began, picking up a hairbrush and trying to look busy, ‘I think it might be best if I went on my own. Vidur really wants to discuss personal stuff and he doesn’t know you very well.’

Oddly, Yusuf didn’t look taken aback at this news, he just sat back, his mouth twisting. ‘I see,’ he said, ‘maybe the best way for Vidur to get to know me would be if he met me?’

I was beginning to get annoyed. Now I couldn’t have a life of my own? Please. ‘I don’t think tonight is that night,’ I said, really wishing I had a cigarette right about then. And who had made me stop smoking? That’s right, this guy right here. He wasn’t my father, he wasn’t my father at all, and since when had I started letting boyfriends walk all over me?

‘Just so we’re completely clear,’ he said. ‘You don’t want me to come out tonight?’ He had this funny look on his face, but I wasn’t in any mood to analyse it or coddle his feelings.

‘Yeah,’ I said, and almost added ‘is that okay?’ but didn’t.

‘Okay, see you,’ he said, and rolled over and closed his eyes. Well, if he was going to be like that. I stomped out the front door, startling the dog and proceeded to have quite a crazy night out with Vidur. He didn’t ask any questions about my relationship, except once in the beginning, when he said, ‘All okay with the old dude?’ and I wanted to smack him, but I didn’t and it was slightly awkward, but we made it past that and it was like old times.


Except, I missed Yusuf. I didn’t realize how much until I went back to my own flat that night and let myself in. The house smelt musty, like it hadn’t been lived in for weeks. No sign of Model Roommate. I wanted to talk to Yusuf, to tell him about my evening, but when I checked my phone, there were no messages from him. Two could play at that game. I still hadn’t heard from him by the next evening when I waited at the airport for my brother and my mother. By this time, I was beginning to get slightly concerned. Was I supposed to call him? Call me spoilt, but I had never, not once in my whole dating history, had to call a guy first after a fight. If you could even call this a fight. I wasn’t about to begin now.

‘You’ve put on some weight since I last saw you,’ said my mother over dinner. I rolled my eyes. Dinner with my mother would not be complete without her making some remark about my appearance. ‘We’ve all been watching you on TV, you’re doing a good job,’ she said next, unexpectedly. I mumbled something into my soup. My relationship with my family isn’t super strained or anything, it’s just that we seem to be adrift since my father died, all three of us on separate boats, and when we do meet, it’s like running into someone you used to know, at a cocktail party, lots of strained smiles, lots of avoided eye contact, and everyone’s counting down the minutes till you can be adrift again.

My brother told me he was getting married, over dessert. ‘What? To whom?’

‘A girl Chachi found,’ said my mother. ‘She’s very nice.’

‘I see,’ I said, using Yusuf’s tone, Yusuf’s words, probably even adopting Yusuf’s expression on my face as I lined up the spoon with the fork and the knife. ‘When’s the wedding?’

‘May,’ said my brother.

‘I see,’ I said again. ‘And, um, what’s her name, this future sister-in-law of mine?’


‘Aanchal,’ he said, and when he said it, a little proprietary smile turned up the corners of his mouth. He couldn’t help it. I wanted to be happy for him, but I was too busy being pissed off.

‘When did this happen? When were you planning to tell me?’

‘Well, that’s why we came to Bombay. The engagement isn’t formal yet, but we’ll have a proper ceremony next month.’ He reached out and took my hand. ‘We’re family. I couldn’t tell you this over the phone.’ I wanted to cry at the tenderness in his voice which is weird, because I practically never cry.

‘And I wanted to tell you in advance so you could get leave from work,’ said my mother briskly. There’s no room for sentiment in my family, if there had been, we’d have fallen apart a long time ago.

‘You will come, won’t you?’ asked my brother and I saw that for all his bluster, all his Head Of The Household airs, he was worried that I wouldn’t go, that I had cut myself off so much that I wouldn’t make it to my own brother’s engagement party.

‘Of course she’ll come,’ said my mother and he shot her a quick annoyed glance, and I suddenly realized that we were brother and sister and how many other people can you say that about?

‘Of course I’ll come,’ I said, squeezing his hand. ‘Shall we order a bottle of champagne to celebrate?’ That came out before I could help it. I was used to being out with Yusuf and having champagne appear without even having to think about it. Their faces changed a little bit and I said hurriedly, ‘Or not! Who needs champagne? We can toast with water!’

‘No,’ said my brother, ‘let’s get the champagne. Mummy, you’ll also have?’ She began to giggle, even the thought of alcohol made her giggle and this made us laugh and he waved the waiter over and got a bottle. The cheapest on the menu, but still. This felt familiar, the cold bubbles in the glass, the nice restaurant, I could almost be with Yusuf right now.

Which reminded me. I excused myself and went to the bathroom and dialled his number. He picked up on the second ring and waited. I could hear him breathing. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said, for the first time in my life to a boyfriend, ‘you should have come.’

‘I’m sorry,’ he said, ‘I should have realized you need alone time too.’ I smiled into the phone, imagining him smiling into the phone too. What a pair of idiots.

‘My mother and my brother are here,’ I said. ‘My brother’s getting married in May.’

‘Congratulations,’ he said. ‘Do you want to come over after and celebrate the fact?’

‘Sure,’ I was grinning now and I could hear the grin in his voice too.

‘Okay, Shay, see you soon.’

When I rejoined the table, I was still smiling, and my mother, tipsy off a couple of sips, winked wildly at me and asked, ‘When will you be giving us reason to celebrate, my darling?’

I looked at the two of them, so happy, so pleased with this family reunion and I considered the fact that I was happy too, with my double life. Family on the one side, illicit love affair with a much older man on the other, and I took a large sip of my champagne and said, ‘I’m not in any hurry.’ Because I want my cake and I want to eat it too. What a stupid expression though. Whose cake do I have if I’m not allowed to eat it? This is my goddamn cake, I’m going to go face downwards in it and emerge with my eyelashes covered in icing. When I’m eating my cake you can bet I’m going to have a second helping.





Epilogue


If she moved very slowly, perhaps the throbbing in her head would stop. She tried it, slowly shifting the blanket off herself, opening one eye and then another. The caked mascara on her eyelashes had clumped, gluing her lower lids to her upper ones. Next to her, the back of Derek’s head as he slept face down on a pillow, one arm, freckled and with small blonde hair through which the sun filtered, thrown over her stomach. She looked with love at his arm, his hand buried in the blankets, and then at his head, the spot that was thinning and she rolled over carefully and pressed a kiss on his back. Derek murmured something, crooking his knees, his arm moving so she was pressed against him, knees to knees, breasts to back, lips to shoulder. Her own hands, brown and red with henna, looked startling in contrast to his paleness.

She turned her palms up, gazing at the patterns, and found what she was looking for, a Derek worked through the mound of Venus and on her fingertips, letters spelling out Amisha. Last night, drunk as all hell, they had giggled through another bottle of champagne and she had held out her hands saying, ‘Find your name! It’s how we break the ice!’ and he had said in a low, throaty voice, ‘I know how we can break the ice’, and carried her to bed, where they had rough, quick sex, her hands clutching the bed post, and not caring who heard her, she had screamed in pleasure and a little bit of pain and they had rocked together, his eyes holding hers the entire time.

But oh God, maybe they shouldn’t have drunk so much. She had a vague memory of a bottle of tequila being brought out by someone—was it one of Derek’s brothers?—and Shayna had stood on the table and performed a sexy, gyrating dance and all the men had watched her, except Derek, who had been chatting with Shayna’s boyfriend, a middle-aged guy who welcomed her back and let her sit on his lap and play with his tie like she was twelve.

Water. She needed water. Reluctantly, she moved away from her Derek bubble and began the long walk to the nightstand by the balcony on which they had placed the extra bottles of water last night. The sun was threatening to be very bright through the blinds and she avoided looking in that direction, just head down, pour the water into a glass and glug glug. Oh God, she was never going to drink again. Would she have to throw up? She considered, taking a few test gulps of air. Her stomach twisted and she was queasy but she thought maybe a large breakfast would solve that.

‘I’m going to be so hungover tomorrow,’ she had said to Ladli the night before. Ladli had actually been staying in Goa this entire time, and she looked better than Amisha had ever seen her. She had cut off all her long curly hair so she looked elfin and small, her skin had changed to a deeper bronze and she had just acquired a tattoo of a fish on her wrist. A tall bearded boy couldn’t take his eyes off her the entire evening. ‘I might never come back to Bombay,’ said Ladli, a little tearfully, she was also pretty drunk and was sitting with her feet in the fish pond, lehenga pulled up and into her lap.

‘What will you do for a living?’ asked Amisha, and then regretted it instantly, why was she being so boring and such a mother hen? But Ladli looked grateful for the question, reached out and squeezed Amisha’s thigh. ‘You are so sweet to be concerned for me,’ she had said, smiling. ‘I’m not sure what I’ll do, maybe work in a café? It is season time and Des could visit as often as he wanted to.’ This last bit delivered with a benevolent smile upon Des, who reached out and pulled her a little bit so that she was resting against his chest. ‘We’re old friends who have just rediscovered each other,’ Ladli kept saying all night. ‘Isn’t that magical? It’s like, you never know where life will take you!’ It would have been annoying in anyone else but her, or maybe on any other day but Amisha’s wedding, she had been so happy, she gazed at all her friends with misty eyes, hoping they were too.

‘Have a Bloody Mary by the pool tomorrow,’ someone had said to her at some point the night before. At the thought of a Bloody Mary—spicy and salty with more vodka—Amisha’s stomach lurched again and she ran to the bathroom and was sick just in time to reach the toilet. She rested her cheek against the towel on the floor for a bit and groaned softly.

‘Babe?’ Derek had woken up to the sound of her vomiting and now stood, naked and bleary-eyed at the bathroom door. ‘You okay?’ he asked and she was almost irritated with him. Did it look like she was okay? And then she startled herself by saying the words out loud. ‘Okay, okay,’ he said, looking surprised and putting his palms up in a calm-down gesture, which annoyed her even more. ‘Too much to drink last night?’ he asked, sitting down next to her gingerly, and making to stroke her hair. She felt too sick to move, but every touch of his hand on her head made her want to bite his hand off. ‘I’ll get you some soda,’ he said, ‘you’ll feel better soon.’ She watched his ankles leave, from the corner of her eye, and then heard him call room service. Her husband was the guy who did that for other people when they had hangovers. Her husband would never have a hangover himself, and she would have to live with that for the rest of her life.




‘The institution of marriage is just complete crap,’ said Akshara in a room across town. Ladli was now firmly ensconced in Villa Castellina and, faced with the prices at the fancy hotel where the wedding was versus practically nothing, Akshara had decided to stay budget as well. She had opted for her own room, even though Ladli had offered to share hers; staying with a newly dating couple would be far too sadomasochistic, even for her. The sight of Des and Ladli would have made any lonely person want to stab themselves in the eyeball with a plastic straw, but Akshara loved Ladli and she wasn’t really lonely, just alone. ‘I think my tattoo is healing nicely,’ said Ladli, who was sitting cross-legged on the bed, rubbing Vaseline into the fish. She flexed her forearm and winced. ‘Look, it moves!’ ‘Don’t do that,’ said Des, from under the covers. Akshara wasn’t even sure he was wearing clothes, and so she sat at a safe distance.

‘As I was saying about marriage,’ she said again, ‘I think it’s bullshit. Marriage is just, like, just an excuse! For people to party! And people to have sex! And it’s totally bullshit.’

‘Mmm,’ said Ladli, ‘it was a nice wedding though. They both looked so happy.’


‘They both looked so drunk,’ corrected Akshara. ‘Drunk people always look happy.’

‘Not all,’ said Ladli and then changed the topic. ‘Hey, are you guys hungry?’

‘I could eat,’ said Akshara. ‘I didn’t have much to eat last night.’

‘Yes, I saw you with that cute guy! Potential?’

‘Eh,’ Akshara gave an elaborate shrug, ‘I kissed him a little bit.’ The boy had been nice and respectful, but she had been drunk and a little bored, so she got him to walk her down to the beach and then she had grabbed his face and pulled him down to her and kissed him hard. She stopped him from going under her sari, but she did let him feel over her blouse. She was already trying very hard to forget him.

She watched as Ladli walked over to Des’s side of the bed, sitting down and murmuring to him, one hand tenderly stroking his hair. She couldn’t hear what they were saying, but she saw Des’s eyes crinkle, he was smiling at Ladli, and she bent down and kissed him very lightly. Our roles have switched, Akshara thought. Ladli is now the one who has everything, whose life is together, even when it’s really not, I mean, what is she going to do living in Goa? But she’s so much more confident than I am now, she’s sure of herself and what she wants to do and that is everything that I want. She sighed. Briefly, Mo’s face rose in front of her, Mo in the middle of telling a story, half-laughing. She missed him, she wished she hadn’t slept with him, because then she could have been enjoying his company. It wouldn’t have all gotten so complicated.

‘Everyone has to be single some time,’ said Ladli, apropos of nothing as they walked to a nearby shack for breakfast.

‘I guess,’ said Akshara, but that still didn’t make it okay.





I woke up with a start, not knowing where I was. It was an unfamiliar bed with blue sheets, sheets I did not own, and I was at the foot of it, with someone’s foot near my face. To my right was a window—fluttery cotton sheets had been turned into curtains and they were moving in the breeze. I moved a little bit, and as I did, a little plastic square fell off my cheek and revealed itself to be a rainbow.

This was what Saneru called my Big Gay Vaycay. That had quite a catchy ring to it, and it wasn’t just us; five of Saneru’s friends had joined as well, two couples, two men and two women and another girl whom Saneru called their ‘token straight’. I had never been made so much of, and I had never had such a good time.

The night before, there had been a wedding at the resort we were staying in. Since it had mostly been booked out by the wedding party, we had gotten a good rate for the three rooms we’d asked for, the only three rooms left, and at night, we had snuck into the wedding to steal some of their liquor and dance to their music. I felt daring and brave, braving and dare, as I walked around, in rubber chappals and shorts. My mother would have been horrified, but no one even noticed us. There was a large group sitting around in a circle; the bride and groom I only recognized because of the mehendi all over their palms and Saneru had gone straight up and said congratulations.

‘Thank you!’ said the bride; the groom, a foreigner, had to prop her up, but he seemed equally drunk. ‘We had a drink in your honour,’ said Saneru then, and I was impressed she had mentioned it, but the bride only waved her hand and said it was perfectly all right.

‘Why don’t you join us?’ said the groom and we sat down cross-legged on the grass at the edge of the group. I was feeling giggly, like we had gotten away with something. Saneru kept nudging me and making remarks about what people were wearing in a low whisper that tickled my ear and made me laugh even more. The others from our group had gone down to the beach with a bottle of stolen wine and I was just about to suggest that we join them, when, like magic, like fate, there you were.

You were in bronze and blue, I remember, your hair loose and down to your shoulders, it had grown since I last saw you. The Old Man was still there, he went and sat down next to the groom and talked to him with a serious expression on his face. He was still old and you were still young and still the loveliest person I had ever had the good fortune of seeing. ‘Turn up the music!’ you said, commanded, and someone with a mobile phone pushed the volume button and tinny Bollywood music poured out and around us. And you got on a table and danced, your hips moving, your arms out in bellydancer fashion, a small stone glittering in your bellybutton. People hooted and catcalled. ‘Go Shayna!’ said someone and Saneru, who has ears like a dog and eyes like a cat and knows all about us, well, all about me, turned to me and said, ‘Really?’ I shrugged, not wanting to take my eyes off you. Your arms were up now, your palms doing some complicated interaction with your face and body, twisting inwards and outwards, the mehendi on them flashing us and then turning away. And then you brought your palms together in a namaste and people clapped and you grinned like a child, and then made your way to the Old Man, where you promptly sat on his lap and played with his tie.

‘Really?’ asked Saneru again, and seeing I was mute, took me by the hand and pulled me up and we both started both walking towards the beach. I half-turned to say goodbye, but then didn’t bother, they didn’t even notice we had left. She didn’t bring you up again, for which I was grateful, I was too busy analysing what I felt—a tug in my belly at the sight of you, as always, but it felt like a different kind of tug. A goodbye tug, maybe. Thank you for letting me find myself. Thank you for being something I could think about when I had nothing else in this city. Thank you for leading me to Saneru, and this life that I now have.

I will always love you.

On my other side, the foot stirred and then disappeared. Saneru’s face appeared in its stead. ‘Wake up, Radha!’ she said.

‘I’m awake,’ I said.
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