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PROLOGUE




The thin woman in the green sari stood on the slippery rocks and gazed at the dark waters around her. The warm wind loosened strands of her scanty hair, pulling them out of her bun. Behind her, the sounds of the city were muted, shushed into silence by the steady lapping of the water around her bare feet. Other than the crabs that she heard and felt scuttling around the rocks, she was all alone herealone with the murmuring sea and the distant moon, stretched thin as a smile in the nighttime sky. Even her hands were empty, now that she had unclenched them and released her helium-filled cargo, watching until the last of the balloons had been swallowed up by the darkness of the Bombay night. Her hands were empty now, as empty as her heart, which itself was a coconut shell with its meat scooped out.

Balancing gingerly on the rocks, feeling the rising water tonguing her feet, the woman raised her face to the inky sky for an answer. Behind her was the lost city and a life that at this very moment felt fictitious and unreal. Ahead of her was the barely visible seam where the sea met the sky. She could scramble over these rocks, climb over the cement wall, and reenter the world; partake again of the mad, throbbing, erratic pulse of the city. Or she could walk into the waiting sea, let it seduce her, overwhelm her with its intimate whisperings.

She looked to the sky again, searching for an answer. But the only thing she could hear was the habitual beating of her own dutiful heart
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Although it is dawn, inside Bhimas heart it is dusk.

Rolling onto her left side on the thin cotton mattress on the floor, she sits up abruptly, as she does every morning. She lifts one bony hand over her head in a yawn and a stretch, and a strong, mildewy smell wafts from her armpit and assails her nostrils. For an idle moment she sits at the edge of the mattress with her callused feet flat on the mud floor, her knees bent, and her head resting on her folded arms. In that time she is almost at rest, her mind thankfully blank and empty of the trials that await her today and the next day and the nextTo prolong this state of mindless grace, she reaches absently for the tin of chewing tobacco that she keeps by her bedside. She pushes a wad into her mouth, so that it protrudes out of her fleshless face like a cricket ball.

Bhimas idyll is short-lived. In the faint, delicate light of a new day, she makes out Mayas silhouette as she stirs on the mattress on the far left side of their hut. The girl is mumbling in her sleep, making soft, whimpering sounds, and despite herself, Bhima feels her heart soften and dissolve, the way it used to when she breast-fed Mayas mother, Pooja, all those years ago. Propelled by Mayas puppylike sounds, Bhima gets up with a grunt from the mattress and makes her way to where her granddaughter lies asleep. But in the second that it takes to cross the small hut, something shifts in Bhimas heart, so that the milky, maternal feeling from a moment ago is replaced by that hard, merciless feeling of rage that has lived within her since several weeks ago. She stands towering over the sleeping girl, who is now snoring softly, blissfully unaware of the pinpoint anger in her grandmothers eyes as she stares at the slight swell of Mayas belly.

One swift kick, Bhima says to herself, one swift kick to the belly, followed by another and another, and it will all be over. Look at her sleeping there, like a shameless whore, as if she has not a care in the world. As if she has not turned my life upside down. Bhimas right foot twitches with anticipation; the muscles in her calf tense as she lifts her foot a few inches off the ground. It would be so easy. And compared to what some other grandmother might do to Mayaa quick shove down an open well, a kerosene can and a match, a sale to a brothelthis would be so humane. This way, Maya would live, would continue going to college and choose a life different from what Bhima had always known. That was how it was supposed to be, how it had been, until this dumb cow of a girl, this girl with the big heart and, now, a big belly, went and got herself pregnant.

Maya lets out a sudden loud snort, and Bhimas poised foot drops to the floor. She crouches down next to the sleeping girl to shake her by the shoulders and wake her up. When Maya was still going to college, Bhima allowed her to sleep in as late as possible, made gaajar halwa for her every Sunday, gave her the biggest portions of dinner every night. If Serabai ever gave Bhima a treata Cadburys chocolate, say, or that white candy with pistachios that came from Iranshed save it to bring it home for Maya, though, truth to tell, Serabai usually gave her a portion for Maya anyway. But ever since Bhima has learned of her granddaughters shame, she has been waking the girl up early. For the last several Sundays there has been no gaajar halwa, and Maya has not asked for her favorite dessert. Earlier this week, Bhima even ordered the girl to stand inline to fill their two pots at the communal tap. Maya had protested at that, her hand unconsciously rubbing her belly, but Bhima had looked away and said the people in the basti would soon enough find out about her dishonor anyway, so why hide it?

Maya rolls over in her sleep, so that her face is inches away from where Bhima is squatting. Her young, fat hand finds Bhimas thin, crumpled one, and she nestles against it, holding it between her chin and her chest. A single strand of drool falls on Bhimas captive hand. The older woman feels herself soften. Maya has been like this from the time she was a babyneedy, affectionate, trusting. Despite all the sorrow she has experienced in her young life, Maya has not lost her softness and innocence. With her other free hand, Bhima strokes the girls lush, silky hair, so different from her own scanty hair.

The sound of a transistor radio playing faintly invades the room, and Bhima swears under her breath. Usually, by the time Jaiprakash turns his radio on, she is already in line at the water tap. That means she is late this morning. Serabai will be livid. This stupid, lazy girl has delayed her. Bhima pulls her hand brusquely away from Maya, not caring whether the movement wakes her up. But the girl sleeps on. Bhima jumps to her feet, and as she does, her left hip lets out a loud pop. She stands still for a moment, waiting for the wave of pain that follows the pop, but today is a good day. No pain.

Bhima picks up the two copper pots and opens the front door. She bends so that she can exit from the low door and then shuts it behind her. She does not want the lewd young men who live in the slum to leer at her sleeping granddaughter as they pass by. One of them is probably the father of the babyShe shakes her head to clear the dark, snakelike thoughts that invade it.

Bhimas bowels move and she clucks her tongue. Now shell have to make her way to the communal bathroom before she goes to the tap, and the line will be even longer. Usually, she tries to control her bowels until she gets to Serabais house, with its real toilets. Still, its early enough that the conditions shouldnt be too bad. A few hours later and there will hardly be room to walk between the tidy piles of shit that the residents of the slum leave on the mud floor of the communal toilet. After all these years, the flies and the stink still make Bhimas stomach turn. The slum residents have taken to paying the Harijan woman who lives at the far end of the slum colony to collect their piles each night. Bhima sees her sometimes, crouching on the floor as she sweeps the pancakes of shit with her broom into a wicker basket thats lined with newspaper. Occasionally, their eyes meet, and Bhima makes it a point to smile at her. Unlike most of the residents of the slums, Bhima does not consider herself superior to the poor woman.

Bhima finishes her business and makes her way to the tap. She groans as she sees the long line, winding its way past the black, disheveled-looking huts with their patched tin roofs. The morning light makes the squalor of the slum colony even more noticeable. The open drains with their dank, pungent smell, the dark rows of slanting hutments, the gaunt, openmouthed men who lounge around in drunken stuporsall of it looks worse in the clear light of the new day. Despite herself, Bhimas mind goes back to the old days when she lived with her husband, Gopal, and their two children in a chawl, where water gurgled through the tap in her kitchen and they shared the toilet with only two other families.

Bhima is about to join the end of the water tap line when Bibi spots her. Ae, Bhima mausi, she says. Come over here, na. For you only Ive been holding a reservation here.

Bhima smiles in gratitude. Bibi is a fat, asthmatic woman who moved into the slum two years ago and immediately adopted Bhima as her older aunt. Whereas Bhima is silent and reserved, Bibi is loud and flashy. Nobody can stay angry at Bibi for too longher willingness to help, her good-natured ribbing of old and young, have made her one of the slum colonys most popular residents.

Now Bhima makes her way to where Bibi is standing. Here, Bibi says, taking one of Bhimas pots from her, despite the fact that shes carrying two of her own. Get in here.

The man behind them feels compelled to protest. Ho, Bibi, this is not the Deccan Express, where you have reservations for a first-class bogey, he grumbles. Nobody is allowed to jump the queue like this.

Bhima feels her face flush, but Bibi holds out a restraining hand and whirls around to face her detractor. Wah, wah, she says loudly. Mr. Deccan Express here is worried about people jumping the line. But in one-two hours straight, while Bhima mausi is hard at work, hell be headed for the local bootleggers joint. And if theres a shortage of liquor today, God forbid, lets see then whether he jumps the line or not. The crowd around them snickers.

The man shuffles his feet. Okay, now, Bibi, no need for personal attacks, he mumbles.

Bibis voice gets even louder. Arre, bhaisahib, whos attacking you personally? All Im saying is, you are obviously a man of leisure, a man of great personal wealth. If you wish to spend your days at the bootleggers shop, thats your concern. But poor Bhima here, she doesnt have a fine husband like you to support her. We all know how well you support your wife. So anyway, Bhima mausi has to go to work on time. And I didnt think a gentleman like you would mind if she filled her pots before you did.

The crowd is whooping with delight now. Ae, Bibi, you are too much, yaar. Tops, just tops, a young layabout says.

Who needs nuclear weapons? someone else says. I tell you, yaar, they should just unleash Bibi in Kashmir. The snows will melt from the fire in her tongue.


Wait, wait, I have it, says Mohan, the seventeen-year-old who lives in the hut diagonally across from Bibis. A perfect song for the occasion. Here it is:


Forget the atom bomb, India said

Our new weapon leaves Pakistan dead

Just like she did Mr. Deccan Express

Bibi will leave you an utter mess.



Another man, whom Bhima doesnt know, slaps Mohan on the back. Arre, ustad, you are too much. Our slums own court poet. With your movie star looks, you should be writing and singing your own songs. Imagine, the physique of a Sanjay Dutt and the voice of a Mohammad Rafi. On Filmfare awards night, there would be no other winners, I tell you.

Despite herself, Bhima smiles. Okay, you altoo-faltoos, Bibi says with a grin. Leave us alone now.



By the time Bhima reaches her hut, Maya is up and has tea brewing on the Primus stove. As the girl adds the mint leaves to the boiling water, Bhimas stomach growls. The two stand outside their hut and quickly brush their teeth. Maya uses a toothbrush, but Bhima simply takes the tooth powder on her index finger and rubs vigorously on her remaining teeth. They spit into the open drain that rolls past their home. Quickly, efficiently, Bhima dips a plastic cup into one of the copper pots and washes herself through her clothes. Her face burns as she notices the man in the opposite hut staring at her as she puts a hand under her blouse to wash her armpits. Shameless badmaash, she mutters to herself. Acting as if he has no mother or sister.


When Bhima reenters the hut, Maya pours the tea into two glasses. They sit on their haunches, facing each other, blowing on the hot tea and dipping a loaf of bread into the brew. Good tea, Bhima says. It is the first she has spoken to Maya this morning. Then, as if the girls look of gratitude is too much for her to bear, she adds, Seems like at least something Ive taught you has stayed with you.

Maya flinches, and the guarded, wary look returns to her face. Noticing the look makes Bhima feel repentant but strangely satisfied. She is gripped by the need to draw more blood.

So what will you do all day today?

Maya shrugs.

The shrug infuriates Bhima. Oh, thats right, memsahib is no longer going to college, I forgot, she says, addressing the walls. No, now she will just sit around like a queen all day, feeding herself and herher bastard baby, while her poor grandmother slaves in someones home. All so that she can feed the demon thats growing in her granddaughters belly.

If its blood she wanted, she has it. Maya moans as she pulls herself up from the floor and moves to the farthest corner of the small room. She leans lightly on the tin wall, her hands around her belly, and sobs to herself.

Bhima wants to take the sobbing girl to her bosom, to hold and caress her the way she used to when Maya was a child, to forgive her and to ask for her forgiveness. But she cant. If it were just anger that she was feeling, she couldve scaled that wall and reached out to her grandchild. But the anger is only the beginning of it. Behind the anger is fear, fear as endless and vast and gray as the Arabian Sea, fear for this stupid, innocent, pregnant girl who stands sobbing before her, and for this unborn baby who will come into the world to a mother who is a child herself and to a grandmother who is old and tired to her very bones, a grandmother who is tired of loss, of loving and losing, who cannot bear the thought of one more loss and of one more person to love.

So she stares numbly at the weeping girl, willing her heart not to take in the arrows of her sobbing. Even tears are a luxury, she says, but she is unsure if shes spoken out loud or to herself. I envy you your tears.

When she next speaks, she does so consciously. If you feel well enough, stop by Serabais house later. She keeps asking about you.

But even through her tears, Maya shakes her head no. I told you, Ma-ma, she says. I dont leave the house all day while you are gone.

Bhima gives up. Okay, then, sit at home while your old grandmother works all day, she says, as she rises to her feet. Fatten your baby with my blood.

Ma-ma, please, Maya sobs, placing her hands over her ears, the way she used to when she was little.

Bhima pulls the door shut behind her. She wants to slam it but controls herself. No need for anyone in the basti to know their family problems. They will know about the disgrace Maya has brought upon herself soon enough, and then they will attack her like vultures. No point in hastening that day.

As she begins her walk toward Serabais house, a cool morning breeze leans into Bhima, and she shivers against it. She can tell from the angle of the sun that shes late. Serabai will be anxious to know what transpired yesterday. She picks up her pace.
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Sera Dubash glances at the basket of onions hanging near the window and then at the large kitchen clock. Late again. Bhima is late again. She really needs to talk to Bhima about this daily tardiness. After all, she, Sera, is responsible for packing Dinazs and Virafs lunches on time each morning, and she needs Bhima here to help her. Yesterday, both children left for work ten minutes later than they should have because their lunches were not ready. Sera had to plead with Viraf not to speed, to drive with care, to remember that his wife was expecting their first baby. Yah, yah, Mamma, Viraf had smiled, giving Sera a quick peck on the cheek. We all know that Dinazs tummy has the words Handle with Care tattooed on it.

Remembering her daughters pregnancy makes Sera think of Maya, and she feels a wave of remorse at her earlier resolution to chastise Bhima. Poor Bhima, she thinks. As if life has not been hard enough, now even her granddaughter has to add to her woes. Who would have guessed that a good girl like Maya could be up to such mischief? She wonders what happened at Mayas college yesterday, and her impatience to find out the latest news from Bhima makes her glance at the clock again.

Sera sighs. If theres one thing she hates, its chopping onions, but if the childrens omelets are to be made in time, shed better get down to the task. No telling when Bhima may show up today. She reaches for a medium-sized onion, and by the time she has peeled the translucent skin, her eyes begin to water. She reaches for the biggest knife in the drawer. Better to get the task over with as quickly as possible. Years ago, Feroz had come up behind her as she worked in the kitchen and said, My God, Sera. You chop onions like youre chopping heads. Such vehemence.

Id rather chop heads than onions, shed replied. Id probably cry less. And Feroz had laughed. That was in the old days, before she lost her ability to make Feroz laugh.

Sera hears Viraf whistling tunelessly in his bedroom, and the sound makes her smile. She can imagine her young, handsome sonin-law standing before the full-length mirror, adjusting his tie, running a careless hand through his thick hair. There is something wonderful about the sound of a man getting ready to face the day, Sera thinks. Unlike Feroz, Viraf is noisy and makes his presence felt. He drops his hairbrush and murmurs a soft Damn; he sings old Beatles songs in the shower; he gargles vigorously while brushing his teeth; he yells to Dinaz for a new bottle of shampoo; he walks noisily into the kitchen with shaving cream on his face and a towel around his waist. Feroz had lived like a thief in his own house, getting fully dressed in the bathroom before he emerged and then walking out of the bedroom without a second look in the mirror.

Sera cracks two eggs, beats them in a bowl, and adds onions, garlic, cilantro, and a pinch of chili powder to the mix. The mixture sizzles as it touches the hot oil in the frying pan. One down, one more omelet to go. She wonders whether she should make two more omelets for herself and Bhima, but the thought of chopping more onions gives her pause. Maybe she will make garlic omelets for the two of them. She reaches for the bread box and then remembers: no starch. This all-protein diet that both Viraf and Dinaz are on makes planning lunch difficult. She looks in the fridge to see what else to pack for the children.


God, Mummy, thanks so much. I wish youd told me, thoughI couldve chopped the onions for you, Dinaz says, walking into the kitchen.

And gone to work smelling like a Parsi restaurant? Sera smiles. No, if you really want to help me, tell me what else to pack for you, deekra. One egg is just not enough

Its more than enough. Really.

Arre, Dinaz, one egg may be enough for you but not for your hubby, beta, Sera says. I mean, this is a grown man, who works hard at a demanding job.

Dinaz makes a face. Oh yah, only your beloved son-in-law works hard, the poor thing. Your useless daughter, on the other hand, kills flies all day at work.

Now, Dinaz, I only said

Sera hears Virafs footsteps and smells the Old Spice before she sees him. Corrrect, Viraf says as he enters the kitchen. Mamma is cent percent correct. Chalo, at least theres one person at home who appreciates me and how hard I work to support my family and my child to be.

Dinaz hits him hard on his arm. Shut up, yaar. A spoiled brat, thats what Mummys made you, thats all. Promotion time well see who gets the bigger raise. Her smile takes the sting out of her words.

Viraf shrugs and rolls his eyes. Thats because she has an unfair advantage, Mamma. That poor Mr. Dalal is so bewitched by my lovely wifes looks and figure, how can he refuse her anything? Turns into a pudding every time he has to address her. And next to these feminine wiles, what chance does a poor, decent, simple man like mewith a face like a custard applewhat chance do I stand?

The two women laugh. Look at him, Mummy. Fishing for more compliments, Dinaz says.

Sera smiles as the couple head back into their bedroom to finish dressing. She is so glad that the trouble that had flared like a match between them a few months ago seems to have died down. From the day Viraf and Dinaz moved in with her after Ferozs death, she had vowed never to interfere in their marriage. After all, who knew better than she how poisonous an interfering mother-in-law can be to a marriage? But still, it had been hard to keep her mouth shut when she noticed the thin lines that had formed around Dinazs pale, narrow face. She had to bite down on her tongue when Viraf snapped at his pregnant wife at the dinner table or said something so sarcastic that it took Dinaz a moment to look up from her plate, needing that pause to collect her composure, to arrange her face into a blank mask. How well Sera knew that look. How many times had she willed her eyes not to fill with tears at one of Ferozs snubs, not to allow her mother-in-law, Banu, the satisfaction of knowing that her son had drawn blood. At least Viraf doesnt beat her, she would console herself and then hate herself for the weakness of that thought, for having lowered her standards so much that lack of physical abuse had become her definition of a good marriage. She wanted so much more than that for her only child.

Now, looking at Dinazs retreating form, Sera smiles in quiet satisfaction. Whatever trouble had blown between the children like a dark wind, they had resolved it. Viraf and Dinaz once again had the bantering, teasing relationship theyd always had, the one that told Sera they were friends first and husband and wife second. Even in the early days with Feroz, when he looked at her as if she were a star that had dropped from heaven, she had never known the casual, egalitarian spontaneity that her daughter shared with her husband. In the early days, Feroz had been gallant, courteous, loving evenbut always formal. For instance, if she entered the room while he was brushing his teeth or cutting his toenails, he would shoo her away. This is private business, hed say. You dont need to see me at my worst.


When Dinaz yells at her from the other room, it takes Sera a minute to place her daughters voice. Are the poras wrapped and ready, Mummy? Dinaz asks.

Almost, she replies, reaching for the aluminum foil that Viraf had brought back from his last trip to America.

The doorbell rings, and Sera heaves a sigh of relief. Bhima.



Sera opens the door to Bhima, and one look at her wan, sallow face tells her that yesterdays mission was a failure. She raises one eyebrow questioningly, and in answer, Bhima shakes her head slowly from side to side. This is what Sera appreciates most about Bhimathis unspoken language, this intimacy that has developed between them over the years. That same connection now makes her realize that Bhima wants to wait until the children have left for work before telling her what happened yesterday. And she is glad, because, truth be told, she does not want to involve her pregnant daughter in Mayas trials, does not want the shadow of Mayas unfortunate circumstances to fall over the happiness of Dinazs pregnancy.

Im sorry, Serabai, Bhima is now saying. The line at the water tap was longer than usual today.

Despite herself, Sera cant keep her earlier irritation from showing. No great harm done, she says in a voice that sounds tight even to herself. I just had to make the childrens omelets myself. Cant have them be late for work.

Before Bhima can reply, they hear Viraf in the other room. Dinaz, he yells. Have you seen my red tie? The one you got me for my birthday last year?

God, youre such a baby, Dinaz replies, but even at this distance the two older women can hear the smile in her voice. Its a wonder you even knew how to chew your food before you met me. How did you ever manage, I wonder?


Badly, comes the prompt reply. I wore mismatched socks to work. And as for feeding myself, didnt you notice the bib I was wearing when you first met me?

Bhima shakes her head. That Viraf baba, she says. Always has something to say. Makes the house seem festive just by his presence, like every day is Holi or Diwali or something.

Sera nods. And knows immediately what Bhima has left unsaid: Not like the old days, when Feroz was alive and she and Bhima had to tiptoe around, afraid of his explosive silences and his explosive temper. When the house felt tomblike, encased in silence, a silence that prevented her from reaching out to others, from sharing her darkest secret with even her closest friends. When Bhima was the only one who knew, the only one who felt the dampness of the pillowcase after long nights of shedding hot tears, the only one who heard the muffled sounds coming from her and Ferozs bedroom

Sera shakes her head impatiently, to clear out the cobwebs of the past. Here I am wallowing in ancient history while poor Bhima has her hands full with her current situation, she thinks. What a self-centered, foolish woman Ive become.

Come on, she says to Bhima. Your tea is ready. Drink that and then get started on the dishes.
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Bhima is in the kitchen, washing the dishes from last nights dinner. Sera watches as her hands, thin and dark as the branches of a tree, fly over the pots and pans, scrubbing them until they sparkle like the noonday sun. Try as she might, she can never get the pots to shine the way Bhima does.

Viraf wanders in, adjusting his tie. Thats it, he says to no one in particular. Next month, Im buying a dishwasher. No point in poor Bhima slogging like this.

Bhima looks up in gratitude, but before she can say a word, Sera speaks up. Go, go, she says. My Bhima can put your fancy dishwashers to shame. Not even a foreign-made machine can leave dishes as clean as Bhima can. Save your money, deekra.

And give it to me instead, Bhima thinks to herself, and then, afraid that one of them will read her mind, she busies herself by concentrating on one particular food spot. Also, she needs a few seconds to fume. Sometimes she cant figure Serabai out. On the one hand, it makes her flush with pride when Serabai calls her my Bhima and talks about her proprietarily. On the other hand, she always seems to be doing things that undercut Bhimas interests. Like refusing Viraf babas offer to buy a dishwasher. How nice it would be not to run her arthritic hands in water all day long. Bending over the sink to scrub the dishes has also begun to hurt her back, so that, at the end of the day, it sometimes takes half the walk home before she can straighten up. But how to tell Serabai all this? And this morning, making her feel guilty because she had to fix omelets for her own daughter and son-in-law. So what if she hates chopping onions? Does she, Bhima, enjoy squatting to shit in a communal room? But she does it because there is no other choice. Compared with that humiliation, chopping onions feels as easy as cutting a cake.

Her anger spent, Bhimas sense of fair play and her stout affection for the Dubash family take over. Oh, you ungrateful woman, she chides herself. And who looked after you when you had malaria? Was it your ghost of a husband? Who gave you money just yesterday, so you could take a cab to Mayas college? Was it your spread-her-legs granddaughter? No, it was this same woman whose salt you eat, who you are thinking ugly thoughts about. Shame on you.

Remembering her trip to Mayas college makes Bhima glance involuntarily at the clock in the kitchen. A few more minutes and Viraf baba and Dinaz baby will be gone. Then she and Serabai can sip a cup of tea and talk. She knows that Sera is impatient to hear details about what transpired yesterday, and this realization makes Bhimas throat tighten with emotion and gratitude. At least someone else cares about her pregnant brat of a granddaughter as much as she does. It is Serabais generosity that has made Mayas education possible, and if Serabai now feels betrayed by Mayas treachery, if she feels her investment in the girls future has come up dry, it is to her credit that she has never spoken of her disappointment to Bhima. From the first time that Bhima had confided the terrible, calamitous news, Sera had been concerned, anxious, and ready to help. Of course she will have to have an abortion, Sera had said immediately. Theres no other way out. Maya is too bright, too intelligent to ruin her life by becoming a mother at seventeen. Ill take care of the details, Bhima, you dont have to worry about all that stuff. You have your hands full with enough other troubles, I know.

But for reasons she still didnt understand, Bhima had hesitated. Perhaps she had unwittingly taken her cue from Maya, who had stiffened the first time Bhima mentioned an abortion. And then there was this: the unspoken, perhaps unacknowledged hope that the childs father would step forward to assume his responsibility and do the right thing. That the curtain of anonymity, of secrecy, would part to reveal an anxious but honorable young man, frightened but eager to face up to this new challenge, to marry and build a life with the woman who would bear his first child. Yes, seventeen would be young for Maya to deliver a child, and marriage would certainly destroy her dreams of getting a B.Com. in accounting and becoming a bookkeeper at a good firm. The bright path that had rolled out before Maya when she became the first person in Bhimas family to go to collegethe good job that would inevitably await her, thanks to Dinazs and Virafs influence and business contacts, the escape from the menial, backbreaking labor that had marred the lives of her mother and her mother before herthat path would shrivel up, that much was certain. Butand here Bhima had allowed herself a freckle of hopeperhaps another path would open up. If only Maya would reveal the identity of the father of the baby. In her mind, Bhima saw her darling granddaughter fat and content, busy in a kitchen with sparkling stainless steel pots and pans, frying puris for a rambunctious, dark-haired son and a father who came home each evening from his white-collar job.

She had been so excited when, after weeks of cajoling, begging, and threats, Maya had finally revealed the identity of the father earlier this week. Ashok Malhotra. I go to college with him, she had sobbed. Hes in my class. Are you satisfied, Ma? Now that youve beaten his name out of me? Now leave me alone, please.

Bhima was satisfied. At last, she had a name to put on the shadowy figure who haunted her dreams and nightmares. Ashok Malhotra. A fellow student, who attended the same college that Maya did. She had wanted to probe more, to find out when theyd had the opportunity to have sex. But here Maya froze up, stubbornly ignoring Bhimas other questions, staring into the distance with the new, cowlike expression she had developed in her pregnancy. And suddenly Bhima had decided that she didnt want to know too many of the sordid details. What difference did the how and where make now? At least she had gotten the girl to part with her biggest secret, to reveal the name of the young man who had brought so much worry into their lives. And she, Bhima, knew where to find him. It was up to her to do the rest. Maya was just a silly, immature girl, with no idea of how the yawning pit of fate would swallow her up if she went ahead and had this child without a father to support the two of them. It was up to Bhima to act as her advocate, to do what Maya was incapable of doingto make this Ashok Malhotra take responsibility for what he had wrought, to appeal to his sense of honor. To make him understand that her Maya would be a garland around his neck and not a chain.

Ill pay the cab fare to her college, Sera had said upon learning the identity of the childs father. You go meet with him, Bhima. See what his intentions are. See if this Ashok fellow is even worthy of our Maya or if hes just some out-for-a-good-time lout. I pray for your sake that he has good moral character.



It was the first time she had ever traveled to Mayas college alone. The only other time Bhima had visited the building, Sera had accompanied her and Maya. The three of them had stood in the long line to complete the admission process, and it was Sera who had spoken to the rude clerk when he had barked an order to Maya; Sera who had pulled herself up to her full height and looked down her long, straight, impervious Parsi nose and told the man, in her best clipped, convent-school accent, to kindly watch who he was speaking to, that this child he was treating so badly was probably the brightest student they would ever be lucky enough to have at this college. Under her haughty, upper-class gaze, the clerk had withered and offered a flurry of apologies. Sorry, madam. No insult intended. What to do, madam, so much work we are burdened by. Please to forgive.

Now, Bhima sought out the clerks office. Sure enough, the man was sitting at his desk, scowling at some forms in front of him. She approached him tentatively. Excuse, please?

The man did not look up. What? he said brusquely.

Im looking for a student, please? Can you help me find him?

There was a seconds silence as the man finished scribbling on the piece of paper in front of him. Then, And your relations with the student?

Bhima was flustered. Ah. Im histhat is, no relations. I am just wanting to see him.

The clerk must have caught her discomfort, because now he looked up at her with his small, gleaming, piglike eyes. No relations, eh? he said loudly, for the benefit of his co-workers. Perhaps you are hoping to start some relations with a young college boy, hah? His colleagues snickered while Bhima stared at the floor, unsure of what to do next. Remembering how Serabai had once put this impudent man in his place with a few well-chosen words, Bhima wished, not for the first time, that she had been educated herself. A white-hot fury burned in her. All night long she had braced herself for her encounter with Ashok Malhotra. She had lain awake, stiff with tension and anticipation. She had rehearsed her words, fought with herself about whether to threaten or cajole, attack or appeal. On the way here in the cab, she had been like a boiling pot on Serabais new Bajaj stove, her emotions ready to spill over. And now this rude thug was blocking her from even finding Ashok, was batting her around idly, automatically, simply to amuse himself. He was toying with her in the same detached, half-bored way that the stray cats who prowled the slum did with the mice they got hold of. Bhima felt her resolution and determination trickle away from her.

Another clerk, a woman who appeared to be in her twenties, came to her defense. Ignore these menfolks, mausi, she said, leaving her desk and walking toward Bhima. They have nothing better to do, obviously. Tell me, who are you looking for?

Bhima smiled at her in gratitude. As always, she automatically covered her mouth as she smiled, to hide the two missing teeth. Thank you, daughter. Im looking for one Ashok Malhotra.

At the mention of the name, a strange thing happened, Bhima noticed. The four clerks in the office all smiled. Arre, mausi, why didnt you say first only that youre looking for our Prince Ashok? asked the male clerk. Wait, Ill have someone personally escort you to him. Hes most likely in his palace, entertaining his court.

Bhima looked confusedly from him to the woman clerk. Watching her face, the man grinned. The canteen, he explained happily. Thats where Prince Ashok holds his darbar. You can pay your respects to him there. He rang a bell on his desk, and seconds later, a surly-looking peon appeared. Ae, Suresh, the clerk said. This fine lady is here to see our Ashok. Walk her to the canteen, would you?

The canteen smelled of cigarettes and fried foods. It was a loud, cavernous room, filled with smoke and the din of students talking and arguing with each other. Young, dark-skinned boys in khaki pants ran around taking orders and serving steaming glasses of tea. The middle-class students barely looked up to acknowledge the presence of the boys who brought the plates of samosas and masala dosas to their tables, except occasionally to complain that the tea had grown cold while they had waited for their food. The older male students, especially if there was a woman with them, frequently accompanied their complaints with a friendly but nevertheless hard whack on their young servers heads. In an age-old, timeless ritual, the boys grinned after getting hit, rubbing their heads and feebly protesting that they were bringing the food out as quickly as the cook prepared it. What to do, sahib? So busy-busy it is today. The reward for such endearing servility was a slightly larger tip.

There he is, Suresh said, pointing to a thin man in a dark blue kurta and faded blue jeans. The one sitting on the right. Thats Ashok. Although there were three other boys at the table, even at this distance Bhima could tell that Ashok was the leader of the group. She turned to say something to Suresh, but he was gone, leaving her to walk up to the boy by herself.

The four occupants of the table looked up curiously when she approached and stood silently staring at the father of her greatgrandchild. Yes? one of the boys said finally. May we help you? The others giggled.

Bhima decided she liked the young man sitting in front of her. Emboldened by this discovery, she said, Are you Ashok? Ashok Malhotra?

The boy half-rose from his seat. Namaste, he said. And you are?

I am needing to talk with you. Glancing at the others, Privately.

Ashok looked surprised. Er, well, sure, sure. He looked at his companions pointedly, and they reluctantly rose to relinquish their seats to the bony, severe-looking woman who stood in front of them. Boy, Ashok, your harem of women just keeps growing, one of them said in a whisper, but Bhima heard him and winced. For the first time it occurred to her that this handsome, popular boy might have girlfriends other than Maya.

She shook her head fiercely to dismiss that treacherous thought. Seeing the gesture, Ashok smiled. Too many flies in this canteen, he said apologetically.

The gentleness of his smile emboldened Bhima, gave her voice. Im Maya Phedkes grandmother, she began.
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