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1.1

“you too will marry a boy I choose,” said Mrs Rupa Mehra firmly
to her younger daughter.

Lata avoided the maternal imperative by looking around the
great lamp-lit garden of Prem Nivas. The wedding-guests were
gathered on the lawn. ‘Hmm,’ she said. This annoyed her mother
further.

‘I know what your hmms mean, young lady, and I can tell you I
will not stand for hmms in this matter. I do know what is best. I
am doing it all for you. Do you think it is easy for me, trying to
arrange things for all four of my children without His help?’ Her
nose began to redden at the thought of her husband, who would,
she felt certain, be partaking of their present joy from somewhere
benevolently above. Mrs Rupa Mehra believed, of course, in
reincarnation, but at moments of exceptional sentiment, she imag-
ined that the late Raghubir Mehra still inhabited the form in
which she had known him when he was alive: the robust, cheerful
form of his early forties before overwork had brought about his
heart attack at the height of the Second World War. Eight years
ago, eight years, thought Mrs Rupa Mehra miserably.

‘Now, now, Ma, you can’t cry on Savita’s wedding day,” said
Lata, putting her arm gently but not very concernedly around her
mother’s shoulder.

‘If He had been here, I could have worn the tissue-patola sari [
wore for my own wedding,” sighed Mrs Rupa Mehra. ‘But it is
too rich for a widow to wear.’

‘Ma?’ said Lata, a little exasperated at the emotional capital her
mother insisted on making out of every possible circumstance.
‘People are looking at you. They want to congratulate you, and
they’ll think it very odd if they see you crying in this way.’

Several guests were indeed doing namasté to Mrs Rupa Mehra
and smiling at her; the cream of Brahmpur society, she was pleased
to note.

‘Let them see me!” said Mrs Rupa Mehra defiantly, dabbing at
her eyes hastily with a handkerchief perfumed with 4711 eau-de-
Cologne. “They will only think it is because of my happiness at
Savita’s wedding. Everything I do is for you, and no one appreci-
ates me. I have chosen such a good boy for Savita, and all
everyone does is complain.’

Lata reflected that of the four brothers and sisters, the only one
Wl.lo hadn’t complained of the match had been the sweet-tempered,
fmf-ml_nplexioned, beautiful Savita herself.

He is a little thin, Ma,’ said Lata a bit thoughtlessly. This was
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putting it mildly. Pran Kapoor, soon to be her brother-in-law, was
lank, dark, gangly, and asthmatic,

‘Thin? What is thin? Everyone is trying to become thin these
days. Even I have had to fast the whole day and it is not good for
my diabetes. And if Savita is not complaining, everyone should be
happy with him. Arun and Varun are always complaining: why
didn’t they choose 2 boy for their sister then? Pran is a good,
decent, cultured khatr; boy.’

There was no denying that Pran, at thirty, was a good boy, a
decent boy, and belonged to the right caste. And, indeed, Lata did
like Pran. Oddly enough, she knew him better than her sister did
~ of, at least, had seen him for longer than her sister had. Lata
was studying English at Brahmpur University, and Pran Kapoor
Was a popular lecturer there. Lata had attended his class on the
Elizabethans, while Savita, the bride, had met him for only an
hour, and that too in her mother’s company.

‘And Savita will fatten him up,” added Mrs Rupa Mehra, “Why
are you trying to annoy me when I am so happy? And Pran and
Savita will be happy, you will see. They will be happy,’ she
continued emphatically. “Thank you, thank you,’ she now beamed
at those who were coming up to greet her. ‘It is so wonderful —
the boy of my dreams, and such a good family. The Minister
Sahib has been very kind to us. And Savita is s0 happy. Please eat
something, please eat: they have made such delicious gulab-
jamuns, but owing to my diabetes I cannot eat them even after the
ceremonies. [ am not even allowed gajak, which is so difficult to

what is happening: the time that the pandits have given is coming
up, and there is no sign of either bride or groom! She looked at
Lata, frowning, Her younger daughter was going to prove more
difficult than her elder, she decided.

‘Don’t forget what I told you,’ she said in an admonitory voice.

‘Hmm,’ said Lata. ‘Ma, your handkerchief’s sticking out of
your blouse.’

‘Oh !’ said Mrs Rupa Mehra, worriedly tucking it in. ‘And tel]
Arun to please take his duties seriously. He is just standing there

properly and having a gala time.’

‘That Meenakshi’ was Arun’s glamorous wife and her own
disrespectful daughter-in-law. In four years of marriage Meenak-
shi’s only worthwhile act, in Mrs Rupa Mehra’s eyes, had been to
give birth to her beloved granddaughter, Aparna, who even now
had found lier way to her grandmother’s brown silk sarj and was
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it for attention. Mrs Rupa Mehra was delighted. She gave
B i .

her a kiss and told her:

i ith Lata Bua,
: , you must stay with your Mummy or w :
) .‘-Apa.!:;a {fu will get lost. And then where would we be ? i
mhgw {t I{:ome with you ?* asked Aparna, who, at three, na y
‘Can
i d preferences of her own. !
ha%:vl:e“tﬁ::rt,% wish you could,” said Mrs Rujaa tMeb};r?.; a:)r?;dl
hat your Savita Bua is ready to ried.
e rlr::t‘;l?;;fi;_’i\nyd Mrs Rupa Mehra loof(ed once i:::g:uri.l ::
fhhc llistts'lﬁ gold watch that had been her husganﬁ slfﬁést gcies to
: i -and-a-half decades.
i d not missed a beat for two-an :
an:l Wh:fthtgaseenSavita Bua!’ said Aparna, holding her ground. <
;A‘:;aRupa Mehra looked a little harassed and nodded vaguely
at.lﬁftir:?;:ked Aparna up. “When Savita Bua comes 191:“',1‘::]2.%3
: ike 3
ether, shall we, and 111_ hold you up _
O“:Tl tg::; ;(;f a good view. Meanwhile, shouh,i we go and see if
:: can get some ice-cream ? I feel like some too. ’ oy
Aparna approved of this, as of Lnost o{k L;t:t :v :l:gfihe bu%fet
ice- . They walked to .
was never too cold for ice-cream _ s B
le together, three-year-old and nineteen-y
::?e‘:v :gsee-pctals wafted down on tl}em f;om somcwhcrlf.for oot
‘What is good enough for your sister is good enoug you,
said Mrs Rupa Mehra to Lata as a parting shot.
“We can’t both marry Pran,’ said Lata, laughing.

1.2

i st of the wedding was the groom’s father, Mr
ﬂi:h;t:ell(-ac:;zfr,h:ho was the Mini_ster of Revenue c;lf thee::ialttczoci‘f
Purva Pradesh. It was in fact in his Iar.ge, C?shap:::l ; c:’he ik
oured, two-storey family house, Prem Nl}ras, mtu;te i:m th':qmost
est, greenest residential area of the ancient, an h_ ord Bt
part — over-populated city of Brahmpur, that the we
tal;l_l;l?sp:::: so unusual that the whole of B’rahmﬁur hal?o b::;rsl
| bt e

to be the host, had taken s :
sbtlfjgr(;s:l?e v?’edding, had locked up his house, and_h?d dlséalilp;f)a;zdd
Mrs Rupa Mehra had been distraught. 'l:he Mmli“;l:r‘ :isred =
stepped in (‘Your honour is our honour’), and a mOSSi v
putting on the wedding himself. As for the ensuing gossip,

ignored it.




There was no question of Mrs Rupa Mehra helping to pay for
the wedding. The Minister Sahib would not hear of it. Nor had he
at any time asked for any dowry. He was an old friend and bridge
partner of Mrs Rupa Mehra’s father and he had liked what he
had seen of her daughter Savita (though he could never remember
the girl’s name). He was sympathetic to economic hardship, for he
too had tasted it. During the several years he had spent in British
jails during the struggle for Independence, there had been no one
to run his farm or his cloth business. As a result very little income
had come in, and his wife and family had struggled along with
great difficulty.

Those unhappy times, however, were only a memory for the
able, impatient, and powerful Minister. It was the early winter of
1950, and India had been free for over three years. But freedom
for the country did not mean freedom for his younger son, Maan,
who even now was being told by his father

‘What is good enough for your brother is good enough for you.’

Yes, Baoji,” said Maan, smiling.

Mr Mahesh Kapoor frowned. His younger son, while succeeding
to his own habit of fine dress, had not succeeded to his obsession
with hard work. Nor did he appear to have any ambition to speak
of.

It is no use being a good-looking young wastrel forever,’ said
his father. ‘And marriage will force you to settle down and take
things seriously. I have written to the Banaras people, and I expect
a favourable answer any day.’

Marriage was the last thing on Maan’s mind; he had caught a
friend’s eye in the crowd and was waving at him. Hundreds of
small coloured lights strung through the hedge came on all at once,
and the silk saris and jewellery of the women glimmered and

noticed Lata making her way through the guests. Quite an attractive
girl, Savita’s sister, he thought. Not very tall and not very fair, but
attractive, with an oval face, a shy light in her dark eyes and an
affectionate manner towards the child she was leading by the hand.

“Yes, Baoji,” said Maan obediently.

‘What did I say »” demanded his father.

‘About marriage, Baoji,’ said Maan.

“What about marriage ?’

Maan was nonplussed.

‘Don’t you listen ?” demanded Mahesh Kapoor, wanting to twist
Maan’s ear. ‘You are as bad as the clerks in the Revenue Depart-
ment. You were not paying attention, you were waving at Firoz.’

6

F.-!-—

i hat his father
a little shamefaced. He !cnew wha
e lfol?il:l:dBut he had been enjoying himself until a couplehqf
th?l:geh: :go 3;‘1d it was just like Baoji to come and puncture his
minutes ago,
“SE“ ras all fixed up,” continued his father. ‘Don’t tell me later
. t‘l:lliﬁ::lt:’t warn you. And don’t get that weal::—wdled woman,
i ther, to change her mind and come telling me that you
yareourn, e rea,dy to take on the responsibilities ofva man. =
"Nt y;taoii ’ said Maan, getting the drift of things and looking a
- "INO, y
ni{l;fglzfc;se well for Veena, we have chosen \a:rell for Prafl, and
. not to complain about our choice of a bride for you. e
yoqu:n said nothing. He was wondering how ht_o rep::r atng
u.ncture irs in his room,
: . He had a bottle of Scotch upstairs ir
4 rhaps he and Firoz could escape for a few minutes before the
E:rcmony — or even during it — for refreshment. e
His father paused to smile brusquely at a few well-wishers,
to Maan again. _ : .
ml‘-llwtfontft want t(g; have to waste any mor%;lzme l:mtl'}x‘ y;l;le:;gazo
do as it is. at has ha
God knows I have enough to it g
hat girl, what’s her name? It’s getting late.
:ur;:oaszf:ll ioacogme out from opposite ends of the house and meet
here for the jaymala five minutes ago.’

‘Savita,” prompted Maan. . s '
‘iaes yesg saidphis father impatiently. ‘Savita. Your superstitious

mother will start panicking if they miss the correct cgr}ﬁgurauon
of the stars. Go:and calm her down. Go_! Do some good. i

And Mahesh Kapoor went back to hlg own du:cles as ah snv;iled
frowned impatiently at one of the ofﬁc_latmg priests, : ommach
weakly back. He narrowly avoided being butted in ¢ :l: sl i
and knocked over by three children, offspring of hlg rural re i ﬁe]ci
who were careering joyfully around the garden as if dlt werv.:tc s
of stubble. And he greeted, before he had walke ten s Ege’[}-
professor of literature (who could be ‘useful for Pra}? scca o
two influential members of the state leg_lsla_ture_ from t e : or:)gw v
Party (who might well agree to back him in his perel}ma E;:l -
struggle with the Home Minister) ; a judge, the very zgt g 4
man to remain on the bench of the Brahmpur ngh ourt a ~
Independence; and his old friend the Nawab Sahib of Baitar, o
of the largest landowners in the state.



1.3

LATA, who had heard a part of Maan’s conversation with his
father, could not help smiling to herself as she walked past.

‘I see you’re enjoying yourself,’ said Maan to her in English.

His conversation with his father had been in Hindi, hers with
her mother in English. Maan spoke both well.

Lata was struck shy, as she sometimes was with strangers,
especially those who smiled as boldly as Maan. Let him do the
smiling for both of us, she thought.

Yes,” she said simply, her eyes resting on his face for just a
second. Aparna tugged at her hand.

‘Well, now, we’re almost family,” said Maan, perhaps sensing
her awkwardness. ‘A few minutes more, and the ceremonies will
start.’

‘Yes,” agreed Lata, looking up at him again more confidently.

She paused and frowned. ‘My mother’s concerned that they won’t
start on time.’

‘So is my father,’ said Maan.

Lata began smiling again, but when Maan asked her why she
shook her head.

‘Well,” said Maan, flicking a rose-petal off his beautiful tight
white achkan, ‘you’re not laughing at me, are you »

‘'m not laughing at all,” said Lata,

‘Smiling, I meant.’

‘No, not at you,’ said Lata. ‘At myself.’

‘That’s very mysterious,” said Maan. His good-natured face
melted into an expression of exaggerated perplexity.

‘It’ll have to remain so, 'm afraid,” said Lata, almost laughing
now. ‘Aparna here wants her ice-cream, and | must supply it.’

‘Try the pistachio ice-cream,’ suggested Maan. His eyes fol-
lowed her pink sari for a few seconds. Good-looking girl — in a
way, he thought again. Pink’s the wrong colour for her complex-
ion, though. She should be dressed in deep green or dark blue . . .
like that woman there. His attention veered to a new object of con-
templation.

A few seconds later Lata bumped into her best friend, Malati, a
medical student who shared her room at the student hostel.
Malati was very outgoing and never lost her tongue with strangers.
Strangers, however, blinking into her lovely green eyes, sometimes
lost their tongues with her.

‘Who was that Cad you were talking to?’ she asked Lata
cagerly.

This wasn’t as bad as it sounded, A good-looking young man,
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i the slang of Brahmpur University girls, was a Cad. The term
?e ived from Cadbury’s chocolare.’ s
t.i)], that’s just Maan, he’s Pran’s younger b’rot er. :
' <R ’uw But he’s so good-looking ar_id Pran’s so, well, not ugly,
w;u know, dark, and nothing special. o itre )
bufﬂgybc he’s a dark Cad,’ suggested Lata. ‘Bitter but sustaining.
i idered this. ;
ya?? zzz::nf:ed Lata, ‘as my aunts have. rcrrlnnded me ﬁ\fﬁ
i t:&: the last hour, I’'m not all that fag c(lither, and wi
e it i i itable husband.’
- d it impossible to get a suita _
thf;_l‘:f orecfi?l ytm pst up with them, Lata?’ asked Malati, whfo had
bccnol::ought up, fatherless and brotherless, in a circle of very
i en' - - 3 .
sugg)gm[vfil‘c?ﬁost of them,’ said Lata. ‘And if 1td:_asn ft fo:hs:ls
feoof ion i ; h of a wedding for ;
' f speculation it wouldn’t be muc :
g:oeothser;csee the bride and groom together, they’ll have an even
ime. Beauty and the Beast.’ ; ,
bestéfreillmlfe’s loolZed rather beast-like whenever I}vc seen him on
the unj\r’ersity campus,’ said Malati. ‘L}ike a dirk glraffel.) e
’ sai ing. ‘Anyway, Pr
‘Don’t be mean,’ said Lata, laughing. ‘Anywa e
' > she continued. ‘And I like him. And yo
R leCtur_e{. . i I leave the hostel and
ing to have to visit me at his house once . :
Etc:::gliving there. And since he’ll l:fe my brother-in-law you’ll have
to like him too. Promise me you will. ‘ ,
2 ‘I won’t,’ said Malati firmly. ‘He’s takl_ng you away ‘from m::il '
‘He’s doing nothing of the sort, Malati,’ sa:d_ Lata. ‘My mother,
with her fine sense of household economy, is dumping me on
him.’
ll:‘nWell. I don’t see why you should obey your mother. Tell her
ou can’t bear to be parted from me.’ ; ; :
. :; always obey my mother,” said Latf:. {\nd bemdes,‘ w!}o will
pay my hostel fees if she doesn’t? And it will be very nice for rlu;e
to live with Savita for a while. I refuse to lose you. Yc:iJ1 lr::la y
must visit us — you must keep visitinghl_xs.’lf you don’t, I ow
how much value to put on your friendship. d
Malati looked unhappy for a second or two, t}?en‘rccov:::ré
“Who's this?’ she asked. Aparna was looking at her in a s
and uncompromising manner. i
‘My nicfe, Aparna,’ said Lata. ‘Say hello to Malati Aunty,

arna.’ .
A.F:l'lt‘:;;‘ﬂ.’ said Aparna, who had reached the end of her patience.

. “Can I have a pistachio ice-cream, please?

Yes, kuchuk, of course, I'm sorry,’ said Lata. ‘Come, let’s all
80 together and get some.’
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