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  Chapter One: Paagal Dil

  
  




Esha didn’t even realize she’d been nodding off until a soft chime echoed through the cabin, alerting her to the seatbelt sign being turned on. She sat up a little straighter, stiffly cradling the back of her neck and trying to crackle away the soreness. Glancing around, Esha considered spending what little remained of her journey catching a half-dozen more winks—after all, these flights had a tendency to circle, to dither and dilly-dally before landing—given that she was still more than a little groggy. The sky beyond the window was as black now as it had been when they took off, with nary a cloud illuminated by the periodic flashing of the wings’ beacons. That same blackness tugged at the corners of Esha’s vision in the dim lighting of the cabin, beckoning her back to sleep, urging her to withdraw into a cramped haze until the bump of wheels on tarmac jerked her awake once more. Esha very nearly acquiesced to the temptation, but before her lids could fully shut, she saw it.

No matter how many times Esha had seen the city from the air, shining brightly below her with seemingly every inch lit up—and she’d seen it like this quite a few times—it never grew any less novel and remarkably majestic. Shrugging off her blanket and bundling it up on her lap, Esha moved closer to the window and nearly pressed her face up against it, slowly watching as Mumbai loomed larger and larger in her view.

Home sweet home.

Streetlamps and skyscrapers alike glowed underneath her, each a bright point that drew your eye away from the vaster shadows surrounding them. So what if every flickering bulb glinted over darkened, cramped and overflowing alleyways? They were simply glittering like diamonds in the sewage, beauty sparkling in the mud. Esha had seen more of this city than she’d have liked to, perhaps, and would only get to know it better in the coming months—maybe even years. Best to begin their renewed acquaintance with as much of a smile as she could muster.

A sudden brightening of the cabin lights alerted the passengers to their journey’s impending conclusion. Esha blinked rapidly, her eyes refocusing, and caught a glimpse of her own face, now reflected brighter in the windowpane. She saw, with a sudden shock, that her eyeliner had run down her cheeks, lending her face a very noticeable tear-streaked quality.

Quickly she scrambled for the half-drunk bottle of water stashed away in the seat-pocket in front of her, hurriedly unscrewing the cap and wetting the corner of her dupatta. She dabbed at her face with the dampened scarf, occasionally squinting at her reflection in the window to determine her progress.

“You know,” commented the uncomfortable-looking older woman in the seat next to her, “you could just use your phone to check, beti. No need for signal.”

Freezing as though she’d stepped onto railroad tracks the moment a train came screaming along, Esha cracked an awkward, toothy smile and wordlessly nodded at her rather concerned but helpful aisle mate. Sheepishly she reached into the seat-pocket again, retrieving her phone and activating the camera. She was subsequently able to mop up the rest of her make-up much more efficiently.

Her improvisation sufficed for the moment, but Esha made sure to head for a bathroom as soon as she’d stepped off the plane. The red, thickly carpeted floors and blinding yellow lights of the refurbished airport were almost disorienting, dazzling Esha with her homeland’s penchant for the vibrant and loud. At least it was entirely air-conditioned. Pressing on at a brisk pace, Esha hit the moving walkways and kept an eye out for restroom signs. The path leading towards customs took her past a sprawling mural, one that stretched on and on even as the minutes ticked by, contiguous for the whole duration. She eventually glanced up at it, intrigued by its sheer scope.

Bright images in various styles and forms glided past her, reminding her of festivals and foods and formalwear that she’d forgotten about, having only seen them in snippets from online albums or irregularly in person through the years. A kaleidoscopic array of peoples and cultures glimmered and shone, nearly animated by linear motion, a beautiful facade of promise to distract one from the drab grays and hazy reality that lay not a block past the airport’s exit. That was, perhaps, the issue—Esha knew well how quickly the curated facade lapsed into the dull reality of a humdrum, monotonous, everyday existence.

A flickering sign caught her eye as she stepped off the motorized walkway and Esha sharply changed course to duck into the loos.

There were enough people at the sinks touching up their make-up that Esha didn’t feel too out of place, though she still positioned herself at the furthest corner. A few splashes of water later her unblemished face blinked back at her from the mirror, wet but looking distinctly less tearful. Esha took a moment to study herself while yanking paper towels out of the machine next to her, noting the dampness in her usually lively brown eyes that had nothing to do with the faucet. She ran still-dripping fingers through her chestnut hair, trying to restore some of the waviness and body that hours of being pressed against a headrest had robbed from her curls. By the time she’d dried herself off and had tossed a handful of wadded-up paper into the bin by the door, she looked something like herself again—or at least, enough to present to her mother without complaint. Esha continued onwards to immigration without further worry, busying herself with adjusting her purse strap under the dupatta.

Despite her short detour, there still wasn’t much of a line to the various counters. Esha found herself surprised by how quickly she’d moved through the queue, standing in front of an officer in short order, who snapped her out of her reverie with a single question.

“Business or pleasure, ma’am?”

Esha cocked her head to the side slightly, wondering how to answer that. Coming ‘home’ to the motherland under most contexts should be a pleasurable affair, but in practice, being around a family so ‘extended’ that over half the people present weren’t related by blood was something that could only be described as an ordeal. Furthermore, if you were technically returning to be wed to a man you’d never met once in your life, just because your father was going to invest in his, wasn’t that technically ‘business’ of the most ancient and sordid kind?

The actual answer, of course, was that the poor immigration officer just wanted to check what kind of visa she had. So Esha put on a smile, said “Pleasure, pleasure …” while nodding and looking around, and accepted her stamped passport with a correctly-pronounced “Shukriya”. The giddy smile she saw on the officer’s face as she handed the documents back was funny to Esha. People were always so happy when the girl with the obviously firangi accent could actually say things right in the mother tongue.

It would be nice if it wasn’t always taken as a surprise, Esha thought idly as she sped past the duty-free shop, heading for baggage claim. The US passport and her accent in English certainly belied how well she’d remained in touch with her roots. Esha and her father were both “NRIs”, with Ishwar in particular having received his visa following a long stint at his company, after attending college in the States. It was the usual way for well-off brats of the Indian upper classes to become well-off foreigners. Ishwar had been both particularly well-off and particularly bratty, entertaining such outlandish and fanciful notions as the idea of being able to marry a foreign woman—imagine that! Esha wasn’t privy to all the details, some of them scandalous, but she had heard enough family members whispering of her half-siblings at family functions when her mother’s back was turned (but she wasn’t quite out of earshot) to guess—and furthermore, to never inquire further.

Rebellious phases always come to an end in Indian households, however. Once Ishwar had grown old enough without marrying to draw actual, substantive threats from the elders—with the words ‘disown’ and ‘disgrace’ being thrown around—he’d settled down right quick with a nice, family-approved Indian woman from their ancestral village. That woman had been Anu, Esha’s mother, the sati savitri that had been deemed worthy to join their family and make an honest man out of Ishwar. Anu could, perhaps, take some credit for doing such a thing, but there were clauses in the will of Esha’s grandfather that bore most of that burden.

As her father’s only legitimate offspring, Esha was something of a golden child. She’d been spoiled rotten, excelled at school and sport, and was provided with a level of freedom and autonomy that was rarely afforded to Indian girls. A lot of this could be attributed to two things: Growing up in the States, and her mother moving back to India after a few years there, without Ishwar and Esha. Anu, while being a good match from a good family, whose horoscope suited Ishwar’s so well, was simply not accustomed to having to actually do housework by herself. She felt better suited to India’s climate - which is to say, its economic climate, that allowed her family to hire an army of servants for a pittance.

Esha thus split her time between the US and India, spending the school year in the States and most of her summers and occasionally other holidays in India. Sometimes she and her mother would spend weeks or months in her family’s breezy ancestral village, but most of the time she’d be in the city at her mother’s favorite apartment: a penthouse at the top floor of the biggest building in a gated community. Guiltily, Esha loved coming to India, not necessarily for her roots or the bubbly summer friends she’d made over time, but because she didn’t have to so much as get up and walk to the kitchen if she wanted a glass of water. Esha’s summers had been carefree in the truest sense, with nothing to worry about except checking out the newest mall or multiplex, taking trips down to Goa or up to Kullu, and the occasional crush that she’d never, ever been able to talk about with anyone until she was back in the US.

Esha’s suitcase rolled around on the conveyor belt, bright red and labeled with her details. She snagged it, loaded it onto her luggage trolley and headed for the exit.

Stepping out into the warm night air after sailing through the relatively cool, air-conditioned airport was a shock as always, but Esha sucked a lungful in and didn’t break her step. She began to scan the throng for any signs of her mother, but needn’t have bothered. A loud squeal alerted her to the presence of a tall, olive-skinned woman of her age, with hair as brown as Esha’s own that cascaded in loose curls down to her waist. It was a funny, ironic contrast to Esha, seeing her greeter dressed up in a bright white tee and ankle-length pants while Esha herself had put on a kurti and shalwar for her grand homecoming. The woman was carrying a board with Esha’s name crudely scrawled upon it and waving her over. Esha’s face broke into a wide smile, overjoyed at this unexpected surprise and glad that the first person she saw after landing was her childhood friend.

“Dolly, it’s so wonderful that you came to get me!” Esha exulted, trotting over to where Dolly stood at a pace that nearly made her lose control of her trolley.

Dolly immediately stepped back like she’d been stung, a wounded look on her face, shaking her head at Esha’s outstretched arms.

“Esha …” Dolly warned in a low, stern voice.

“Oh, sorry-sorry.” Esha shook her head, took a deep breath, and turned off her firang accent. “Thanks for coming to get me, yaar.”

“Very good.” Dolly dropped the board and gave Esha a warm hug. “You talk to me like that again na, we’re sending you back on the plane.”

“Ya, ya,” Esha chuckled as Dolly nearly picked her up off the ground, rocking her around in a slow, small circle. “Where’s mummy?”

Dolly sighed at that and stepped back so Esha could see her roll her eyes. “Just outside the airport road exit. Didn’t want to pay parking charge.”

Esha’s face fell. “So I have to carry all this all the way down -”

“Relax, we’ll take turns.” Dolly made an inhuman grunting noise as she hefted Esha’s suitcase off the trolley.

—

They somehow made it to the bottom of a long, sloping road without being hit by the other cars that had foolishly paid the toll to drive in and pick up their loved ones. Anu popped her head out of the driver’s seat window to yell as they approached: “Dolly! I opened the dikki!”

Esha threw open the trunk door and helped Dolly heave the suitcase in, rolling her eyes at the idea that Dolly should do it by herself while Esha sat in the car. Once the luggage was secured, Esha climbed in to give her mother the obligatory hug and greeting, while Dolly settled into the backseat. Soon they were off, windows rolled down (“Petrol low hain, can’t put on A/C”), watching the fuzzy yellow streetlights streak past. Esha had her elbow and head fully out of the car as much as she could get away with, letting the wind blow through her hair and cool her off some, retreating whenever Anu remembered to chastise her and warn her that she’d get her head cut off by a passing lorry. Esha only rarely let herself feel how much she missed this, because while moments like this were nice, with the lovely feeling of summer breezes on her skin under a moonlit sky, and the ethereal melody of her mom’s Goldie Oldies radio station playing songs from movies at least five decades out of date, there was still … everything else.

“So have you seen his face yet?” Dolly asked Esha brightly. “Or you want it to be full surprise?”

“Haan, we’ve all seen,” Anu answered for Esha, tutting. “You all have that snap-insta whatnot now, na? You guys are toh lucky. I got one blurry photo of Esha’s papa, and even that was a kindness given by the groom’s family. If we asked for more they’d have broken off the whole rishta!”

“I didn’t realize they had cameras when you married,” Esha commented wryly, earning her an irritated smack on the arm.

Undeterred by the reprimand, Esha freely giggled, while Dolly bit down on her lips to hide her smile.

“When are you going to find a nice ladka, Dolly?” Anu glanced at Dolly in the backseat via the rearview mirror, asking her the question that every elder eventually directs at every unmarried woman over 20. “If even our Esha is settling down … You can’t be too far behind, na?”

“I wish, auntie,” Dolly replied ruefully. “Mummy gets a lot of rishtas but rejects most of them before I can even see!”

Anu clicked her tongue. “I’ll have to talk sense into Manju. A girl only has so many years before the men stop being interested.”

“Exactly, auntie,” Dolly said in that parent-pleasing tone that always made Esha feel like retching. She had to stick her head back out of the window for some air.

“Esha, you know we finalized the date?” Anu asked as she yanked Esha back inside the car.

“Accha?” Esha frowned. She thought she’d have more time to just … be. Rishtas never proceeded at the convenience of the bride, however.

“Haan, we got the pandit down early to do the puja. He divined you two a perfect match, obviously.” Anu beamed, as though the perfectness of matches had nothing to do with how much a family could afford to pay a pandit. “The most auspicious date is, I think, three months from now, toh we’re going to be very busy!”

“Do I actually have to do anything?” Esha muttered. She didn’t know much about Indian weddings, but she did know brides were not expected to do much of the actual wedding planning. She was pretty sure she just had to look pretty and show up on the various wedding days to be dressed up, drawn on, dunked in milk and other assorted fun.

“Arre, of course you do!” Dolly took her turn smacking Esha’s arm, making her yelp and whine. “We have to learn the dance!”

“Dance?” Esha turned around in her seat, confused.

“Baccho ka nonsense.” Anu sounded irritated.

“Auntie, it’s very fun and very important!” Dolly protested. “We all grew up watching Bollywood, we should get to do some of that before our own shaadi, no?”

“Well … chalo, why not,” Anu conceded. “You know how there’s seven days before the actual shaadi, right bittu?”

“Let’s say I knew that,” Esha allowed.

“Would it kill you to learn about your own culture?” Anu was tutting again. “Whatever, point is, it’s become fashion to do a big party on the chautha.”

“Fourth night,” Dolly translated for Esha, who nodded gratefully.

“I still think it’s a bit juvenile,” Anu said in her most judgmental, most English voice. “Lekin the youth like doing a nice dance choreo. First girls then boys. I’ll say it makes good video material, at least.”

“So I’m learning dance choreography to perform at … my own wedding party?” Esha was alarmed and wanted to protest, but Dolly’s pleading forestalled her entirely.

“Esha, don’t start!” Dolly whined. “I know you’re nervous yaar but think of us, na! Me and Pallavi and Inu have all been so excited, we’re going to be your backup dancers, plus we already found a teacher, na auntie?”

“Haan, comes highly recommended. She did the choreo for the girls at Neelu’s boy’s wedding.” Anu’s face changed from dismissive to determined suddenly. “Neelu was so insufferable when her boy got married, always ‘accidentally’ slipping into conversation how much they spent.”

“We’re going to out-dance Neelu auntie’s whole wedding party!” Dolly proclaimed excitedly. “I promise!”

“You better!”

The situation having spiraled sufficiently out of her control, Esha simply groaned with acceptance and sank further into her seat.

—

It was nearly five in the morning when the car finally entered their complex, the automatic gate sliding shut behind them slowly. Anu drove directly to the lobby of their building, handing her keys off to the watchman on duty as she couldn’t be bothered to find her parking space in the morning light.

“You find such ajeeb flights to take, Esha bittu,” Anu complained as they waited for the lift to descend to the ground floor. “Arriving so late! I could have sent the driver if you came at a normal time.”

“I could have just called an Uber, mummy …”

“Nonsense! And let my precious beti come home alone so late at night with any strange driver?” Anu hugged Esha tightly even as she was chiding her. “Where do you get such funny ideas? This is not foreign, Esha! Call the Uber …”

Anu was still tutting as they entered the lift. Dolly gave Esha a sharp look and Esha did her best to look contrite for the thoughtless remark.

“Anything to eat when we get home?” Esha asked her mother.

“Ofo, no, bittu, the cooks aren’t coming to make breakfast till 7. Besides, you should sleep, na?”

“I don’t feel sleepy yet,” Esha sighed.

“She can come to my house, auntie-ji,” Dolly offered, making Esha perk up. “I have to get up at five for vocal warm-up anyhow, so mummy gets up around now to make chai and some nashta.”

“Chalo,” Anu agreed. “Esha, get some sleep also if you want. I’ll have the servants unpack the luggage and wash your clothes today. Dolly, you want me to send along her pajamas later?”

“Thank you, auntie!” Dolly smiled the smile that never failed to steal a mother’s heart, sure to seal whatever bargain she intended to make. “I’ll be taking her to meet Inu and Pallavi in the evening but I’ll get her home before ten.”

“Haan, good.”

The doors to the lift slid open on Dolly’s floor then. Dolly stepped out and put her hand in front of the doors to prevent them from closing, as Anu gave her daughter another hug and many kisses on the head.

“Welcome home, bittu,” Anu said warmly before letting Esha step out and pressing the ‘Door Close’ button.

Esha kept her smile on until the elevator was well and properly shut, at which point her face fell and she collapsed bodily into Dolly.

“Thanks yaar,” Esha sighed, giving her friend a big hug.

“Don’t mention, yaar,” Dolly responded easily, giving Esha a peck of her own.

“Mummy’s such a sweetie, but …”

“Too much?”

“Ya,” Esha sighed heavily. “I didn’t think I’d have to start worrying about this shaadi the moment I landed, Dolly.”

“When else were you going to worry about it?” Dolly was fishing through her pockets for her keys.

“I don’t know. Baadme. I thought I’d at least get some time to myself, with my sahelis.” Esha looked glum, leaning on the wall next to the door to Dolly’s flat. “But the whole car ride it was just ‘Esha, wedding’ this and ‘Esha, wedding’ that …”

“I’ll say something?” Dolly asked, as she finally pulled out her keys and unlocked the door.

“Haan.”

“You won’t mind na?”

“Say, na,” Esha sighed, already bracing herself.

“Doesn’t matter how much time you get with me or three sahelis, or five or however many,” Dolly said unhappily, closing the door and removing her slippers to leave by the doorframe. Esha did the same. “You’re engaged, yaar. Gotta deal now.”

At this, Esha stepped forwards and placed her head against Dolly’s chest. She stood there as Dolly embraced her again and rested her chin on Esha’s head, stroking her hair gently, warmly, in that manner that always managed to slow Esha’s racing heart. They stayed that way for more than a few minutes.

“Fuck, yaar,” Esha blurted into Dolly’s shirt.

“It’s not so bad, na?” Dolly asked timidly. “I’m sure he’ll be a decent chokra … Auntie-ji has pretty high standards.”

“I have high standards too,” Esha muttered, finally breaking the embrace and walking into the kitchen.

“Oho?” Dolly sounded amused as she followed Esha, grabbing some eggs and bread. “My poor Esha wanted love marriage, kya?”

“Haan!” Esha snapped defiantly. “What’s wrong with that, Dolly?”

“Nothing, yaar,” Dolly chuckled, eyes twinkling. “I’m sure you’ll have found someone who’ll sweep you right off your feet.”

“Yes!” Still huffing, Esha took up a position in the center of the kitchen, sweeping her arms about in a wide, long arc. “I want a love where a pair of eyes meet mine and I lose myself in them so completely, it’s like I’m drowning in an ocean.”

~~~

Eyes open, black as a starless night, yet as bright and warm as a sun-drenched rock in the desert eve.

~~~

Esha twirled, raising her hands above her head. “I want to be held by arms so strong, I just know I can let myself go completely and still be carried away.”

~~~

A pair of hands tie a knot in a pale blue scarf, draped around the waist, forearms every bit as tense and taut as the cloth itself, biceps quivering and rippling.

~~~

Esha brought her arms down at the end of the twirl, finishing the movement in a grand flourish. “I want someone so in tune with me, every step we take together feels like a dance.”

~~~

Feet fall upon a tiled floor, rising with a beat and descending with a force that seems to shake the very earth.

~~~

“I want a true, everlasting, burning flame in my heart for someone, Dolly.” Esha sighed and looked down. “I want poetry and beauty that transcends even seven lifetimes. Is that so much to ask for?”

~~~

The woman spins, her broad frame almost blurring, her snarled tangles a mane, an ebon halo about her head, her arms held in position to steady her momentum, one foot arcing outwards and the other balancing her on tiptoe, completing a perfect motion that is the very picture of boundless strength and controlled poise.

~~~

Dolly arched an eyebrow as she grabbed the now-toasted bread out of one pan, eggs sizzling in another. “Wow yaar, and all of you’ll call me the filmi one. Come to my next audition, na?”

“Be serious yaar,” Esha whined. In a fit of rage and irony, she dramatically whirled away from her friend, folding her arms and pouting.

“Arre yaar, don’t mind.” Dolly placed a hand on her slightly fragile friend’s shoulder and turned her around. “Dekho … There’s nothing that says that you won’t feel all that for the chokra when you see him. Give a little chance, na?”

Esha threw her hands down and made a noise not unlike a cat being dunked in water. “Haan yaar, so romantic! ‘Tell us how you met, na?’ ‘See, when his daddy saw my daddy’s chequebook …’”

“There’s not as much romance in everyday, boring life as much as in films, Esha bittu.” Dolly gave her friend a pinch on the cheek, prompting her to swat Dolly’s hand away.

“Hmph!” Esha hopped onto the kitchen counter, accepting her plate of toast and eggs from Dolly. “Sorry for still believing in love.”

Dolly sighed. “Don’t be sorry, Esha. I love that you still want love … But think of a little practical love now. Sati savitris don’t get to wish for anyone to steal away their hearts but their husbands.”

~~~

Panting, sweating, heaving deep breaths to steady her heartbeat, Billu walks to her speakers and turns off the music, her warm-up complete. She picks up her phone to scroll through her week’s appointments. Her eyes linger, briefly, on one name above all others.

“Esha …” she muses, one hand on her chin.

~~~








  
  
  Chapter Two: Le Gayi

  
  




Late into the afternoon, Esha and Dolly walked to a nearby coffee shop. It was located in a largely empty mall, just by a set of escalators that led up to a multiplex. Given the time of day and the fact that it was the middle of the week, there was barely any foot traffic. Most of the tables lay empty and only a single attendant stood behind the counter, manning the register and pastry display.

Esha had borrowed some of Dolly’s clothes. They were both dressed quite similarly, in flowing kurti tops that ended right above their knees, in similar shades of deep red, worn over loose-fitting black slacks. She’d also had to borrow some flip-flops from Dolly, having forgotten that it was a good idea to not wear socks and shoes if you could avoid it.

Dolly walked up to the counter and scanned the sweet treats as she asked for two hot chocolates, while Esha settled into a nearby cushy armchair. Foolishly, Esha had decided to power through the whole day awake and reset her circadian rhythm in one night, which was having interesting results, mostly by making her really grouchy.

She closed her heavy eyes for a scant moment and might have drifted off then and there if a woman hadn’t suddenly jumped into her lap. Esha’s eyes flew open as she was jerked back into a state of consciousness, registering sandy hair and a loud squeak as a fair woman, clad in a sea-green kurti, threw her arms around Esha’s neck and hugged her tight.

“Esha!”

“Inu, you can’t just attack me like that!” Esha cried, somewhat fruitlessly given she was now returning the hug.

Inu hopped off her, smiling wide and excited, and walked around a low, rectangular table to sink into the armchair opposite Esha.

“Sorry, you looked good enough to pounce on!” Inu blew her a kiss and Esha, despite her mood, found herself giggling.

“Where’s Pallavi?”

“Taxi stuck in traffic,” Inu said, waving her phone at Esha. “At least, as of five minutes ago.”

“Need anything?” Esha jerked a thumb at Dolly, who was asking for a large cake in the display.

“Yeah, I’ll go order a cold coffee.” Inu slid off the chair and stalked up to Dolly, who fortunately saw her reflected in the display case. They hugged, laughing and exchanging pleasantries, as Pallavi finally came into Esha’s view.

Delighted, Esha waved her over. “Pallavi, idhar!”

Pallavi was in a white tee and shorts, her face bearing a surprising amount of make-up for a quick coffee-house jaunt. She waved back excitedly, trotting up to Esha at a pace just over a jog and tossing her purse on the table. Despite the ache in her joints, Esha stood up and allowed Pallavi to support her weight, throwing her arms around Pallavi’s shoulders and sagging into the taller girl in a facsimile of a hug. Pallavi rolled her eyes.

“You’re staying up all day.”

“I am staying up all day,” Esha agreed with a nod, sleepily smiling up at Pallavi.

“Pagli.” Pallavi sighed, shook her head, and lowered Esha back into her chair just as Inu and Dolly arrived, each bearing a tray of drinks and the sliced cake.

“Nothing for me?” Pallavi gasped, her hand over her breast, looking wounded.

“Abbe, I don’t know your fancy-vancy orders!” Dolly waved her off. “Ja get your caramel orange fruit macchiato or whatever.”

Pallavi rolled her eyes. “Relax, Dolly. Just came from a chautha so I don’t actually want anything.”

“Arre …” Esha put a hand on her face, not expecting this topic to follow her again.

“Esha darling doesn’t want marriage reminders yaar,” Dolly giggled. She flopped down onto the couch by the table, next to Pallavi, as Inu returned to her armchair. “Doesn’t even want to dance at her own chautha!”

“Unacceptable!” Pallavi looked aghast. She indicated her long, bare legs to Esha, who had to hide her reddening cheeks in her hot chocolate. “You’re saying I can’t show all this off, kya?”

“When are you not showing all this off?” Inu grinned.

“Point, but I especially have to at shaadis. Otherwise it’s just standing around eating too many carbs and smiling at old people.”

“If you’re calorie counting at a shaadi you’re doing it wrong, just enjoy yaar.” Dolly playfully elbowed Pallavi.

“Let me dance and I won’t count anything!”

“One night.” Esha held up a single finger at Pallavi, then the others in turn. “Ek raat, yaar, is all I wanted, but it’s all shaadi all the time even with you’ll.”

“It’s shaadi ka season, Esha, we can’t just ignore it.” Dolly explained this to Esha like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “You can’t be such a party pooper about it.”

“Sorry, yaar, I was just being glum about the rest of my life, how inconsiderate. Let’s talk about how much fun you’re going to have at my party.” Esha crossed her legs and rested her head on her hand, elbow on the armrest, regarding Dolly with an annoyed, half-lidded gaze. “Continue please.”

“Okay, mood ruin ho gaya, I see …” Dolly got up and relocated to Esha’s other armrest, stroking her hair softly. “Didn’t realize it was so serious, bittu. What do you need?”

Inu looked a bit alarmed. “You’re really so down?”

Esha sighed. “I mean … I’ll be fine, I guess. Just need some time to adjust, na?”

“You don’t want to talk about it, we won’t talk about it,” Pallavi promised.

“No, no, sorry, I’m being unreasonable.” Esha sat up straight and gave Dolly a sideways hug. “Do you’ll all really want to do this silly chautha thing?”

“It’ll be fun, Esha!” Inu insisted. “You’ll get into the wedding mood, I promise.”

“Besides, you want to feel the romance, na?” Dolly giggled. “What’s more romantic than dancing for your dulha and seeing him dance for you? You’ll get into the shaadi mood in no time!”

“Of course, Dolly, I’m going to fall in love with a complete stranger over the course of a single dance routine,” sighed Esha, rolling her eyes. She couldn’t help smiling a little despite herself, however. “It does sound fun …”

“It is fun!” Pallavi was helping herself to some of Dolly’s hot chocolate despite her insistence she wanted nothing. “It’s a blast. And with an expert like me, even you’ll look good!”

“You can’t steal her thunder, Pallu.” Inu wagged her finger at Pallavi.

“I don’t do it on purpose! It just … happens.”

Pallavi did a dramatic flourish, stretching out her entire body. Dolly and Esha tried to find the words to mock this but were too busy hastily averting their gazes to succeed.

“I do actually miss dancing,” Esha admitted. “I took a class here and there. Helpful in learning how to draw motion.”

“You have gotten better at it,” Inu nodded. “You’re still going to do all that?”

“I mean … I guess it depends on what my husband ends up doing, na?” Esha muttered as she looked down at her drink.

“I’m sure he’s not expecting you to wipe the floors on your knees all day,” Dolly teased. “You’ll have time to do your art!”

“Wait, you didn’t get the fellowship?” Pallavi blurted out. Esha shot her a sharp look.

“Ehh?” Dolly looked between Pallavi and Esha. “Fellowship? What’s this?”

“Kuch nahin,” Esha insisted, looking away from her friend. “Forget about it.”

Neither Inu nor Pallavi would meet her eyes either, which made Dolly petulant. “How can you tell this riff-raff but not me?” she whined.

“Because you would be insufferable about it,” Inu snapped.

Esha decided to just answer Pallavi’s question. “I got accepted.”

“Whaaaat?” Dolly demanded, in response to both statements.

“Graduate program in Europe.” Esha drained the last of her chocolate and put her mug down with a thud. “I haven’t responded.”

“Esha, you didn’t tell me!” Dolly re-asserted, with more anger in her voice. “Such wonderful news! Why are you acting so glum?”

“Parents told me about the rishta not long after I got my acceptance, so I came down here.” Esha slumped back in her chair. “I haven’t told anyone in the family. I think they would make me reject it.”

An uncomfortable silence settled over the group of friends as they thought about what Esha was saying.

“I’m sure your husband will be nice about it?” Inu offered.

“Yeah, I’m sure he’s a blank with no plans for our future, and will be happy to drop everything for my dreams. Historically, this has happened often and worked out well.”

“Esha …”

“Forget about it,” Esha snapped, her eyes indicating the finality of the statement. She scooted forward in her seat. “Tell me more about your chautha experience, Pallavi.”

Pallavi’s look of concern lingered for another moment, before she let her usual carefree smile take over her features. “Tell what, yaar? I nailed the choreo, the dulhan tripped and I saved her, total star of the show.”

“Again, how am I the filmi one in this group?” Dolly demanded. “You all are such complete dramebaaz …”

“Don’t be jealous yaar,” Pallavi said smoothly. “I’ll catch you if you trip too.”

“How much did you have to practice?” Esha asked.

“Me, not so much. Backup choreo is a little simpler.” Pallavi looked thoughtful for a moment. “Bride had a lot of sessions, she said. You have to do a little more work to be the star of the dance, then practice with your backup at the end.”

“Well, it’s something to do,” Esha shrugged. “I hope you picked a good instructor, Dolly.”

“Wonderful, yaar! Don’t even question!” Dolly thumped her chest proudly. “I met her on set for my last commercial. She’s ekdum solid!”

“We’ll see.” Esha looked at her phone’s calendar, accepting her mother’s invitations, and saw it fill out with rather a lot of appointments for dance practice. “Great …”

“You’ll have fun, Esha, trust me.” Dolly beamed that winning smile at Esha that made it impossible for her to stay annoyed with her friend, no matter how presumptuous or boisterous she was. “She’s going to blow you away.”

—

The next week passed by in a bit of a haze as Esha re-acclimated to the weather, the time zone, and ‘the food-borne pathogens’, as Dolly put it, occasionally coming up to her floor to bring her a little take-out. It did always make Esha’s tummy a bit upset but it was necessary if she wanted to eat out anywhere that wasn’t a coffee shop. The four of them had a local dhaba they loved frequenting and Esha was quite looking forward to being able to stomach its food again without being put out of commission for a week.

Her mother, meanwhile, was rarely in the house, occasionally sitting down with Esha and Dolly for dinner, but for the most part, flitting out and about. Anu was busy meeting and inviting relatives–both hers and the groom’s–as well as picking out videographers and caterers and all the sundry staff needed to man a seven-day wedding, choosing by herself everything from waiters to pandits. Occasionally she would text Esha an update on what she’d decided, or tell her over dinner some new detail of the wedding, to which Esha would always nod and assent. Her input was never asked for, nor provided.

This led to Esha’s days being somewhat vacuous, leaving her with the daunting task of filling up the daylight hours herself. All her friends had jobs or pursuits—lives, Esha reminded herself bitterly—while her mother continued to assure her that she needn’t lift a finger until it was time to be measured and fitted and try on jewelry. Esha was thus faced with the prospect of having to spend the bulk of her time with nothing to occupy her and only her own company—and frankly, she was the last person that Esha wanted to spend any time around.

Her supplies had been unpacked for her and neatly laid out on her desk, but the thought of even touching them made Esha ache in a very particular way that she didn’t like to dwell on. Even if she hadn’t given anything up to be here, even if her future as an artist didn’t seem uncertain at best and buried at worst, Esha found that even looking at the materials reminded her of a past that was best left forgotten. The pangs of nostalgia were bad enough; Esha didn’t need them to turn into longing.

So she wandered around her mother’s absurdly large flat instead, gazing at the various views the penthouse level afforded her—frothy sea in one direction, sparkling new bridges brimming with traffic in another. She lounged on different pieces of furniture, texting Dolly and the others on occasion and revisiting old pieces of media that she’d once enjoyed, asking her friends’ opinions and receiving recommendations in turn.

Esha had a rather interesting relationship with the old songs and movies that she was now revisiting, recognizing them in flashes—a tune here, a costume there—rarely if ever recalling the words. Her mastery of Mumbai’s particular dialect of Hindi was itself questionable and would have left her in linguistic hot water even if Mumbai’s residents weren’t in the habit of throwing in random idioms, phrases, and even entire sentences from other languages, resulting in the sort of verbal sluice that was impossible to truly claim fluency in. Her recollection of the Bollywood movies she’d enjoyed as a child had little to do with her remembrance of the plots or the lyrics and were largely grounded in the way she’d feel curling up beside her Papa, or (very) seldom sitting between both her parents. She’d laugh when they did, basking in the fleeting moments of their shared joy, not quite comprehending but overawed by the extravagant performances nonetheless.

Ishwar and Anu hardly ever smiled in each others’ presence anymore.

Nor was her father’s absence in the flat inconspicuous. It wasn’t merely that he wasn’t there, that he’d insisted on remaining in the States until the latest possible moment it was reasonable for him to fly down. No, there was a certain lack that was uncanny and unsettling until you noticed—how he was only in a single family picture, propped up prominently in the living room, almost as a cover for his not being displayed anywhere else. The furnishings, the decor, the choice of tiling—all of it was indelibly, undeniably Anu in a way that made it quite clear that he’d had no input and likely no interest. Most telling of all, the “spare” bedroom that had been cleared out and repurposed as Esha’s practice space had in fact been the one he’d stayed in whenever he actually was there. It bore no trace of his possessions, boasting bare walls and a bare floor and fading beige paint.

Said room was also a reminder of something altogether more pressing: that Esha had to select a few songs to present to her new dance instructor by Friday. While admittedly not the most taxing assignment, it still left her unduly worried during the hours her mind turned back to it, causing her to fret over how little she understood the very medium she held so dear to her heart. Warm childhood memories did not exactly translate into songs that were both catchy and sufficiently romantic for a wedding party, which Dolly was rather quick to point out whenever Esha brought her yet another lacking suggestion. She eventually just gave up and let Dolly send her an absurdly long playlist of pre-approved beats, heavy with remixes and modern re-interpretations that made Esha’s head spin.

At least they were catchy, Esha mused, listening to the songs on shuffle while lying upside-down on an empty couch at midnight. She liked a great deal of them—too many, in fact. That was the issue. None of them really stood out to her, none of them leaped out to capture her heart the way you’d expect a new flame to instantly seize upon the imagination. If she pressed herself she could form a loose ranking, though if she were honest, she was sorting them on the basis of how well she understood the lyrics and not on any metrics of how fun they would be to perform.

“Just pick for me!” Esha furiously texted at Dolly, which Dolly promptly left on read.

Once again a familiar fatigue settled within Esha, right down to the marrow of her bones, a fatigue that exhausted and terrified her in equal measure. For if she were unable to get through a single week of this without wallowing, without having second thoughts and casting her gaze frequently backward—well, then how was she supposed to last three whole months and beyond? How was she supposed to get through the rest of her life?

Languidly Esha pulled up a different app, tabbing into her e-mails and navigating to a familiar folder. Innocently named “Reminder”, the folder bore a single missive within, one which Esha listlessly opened for maybe the dozenth time that week and wasted no time in re-reading.

“My dearest Esha,” it began, in a voice that still seared the core of her every time she heard it.

Her eyes skimmed over the words she’d already committed to memory. They were brimming by the time she was done. Sighing into the dark, empty room, Esha switched her phone off and rolled over, her resolve renewed. The dull ache thudding within her bosom reminded her with each thrum, spelling out the lesson anew: no matter how much these months, this wedding, this marriage would hurt, it couldn’t possibly hurt more. Gritting her teeth, Esha stretched herself out on the couch and let herself drift off into a fitful sleep.

—

Soon, the day of Esha’s first dance lesson was upon her, the first thing related to her own wedding that she’d actually be participating in. She’d woken up earlier than usual, her stomach full with a mixture of anxiety and anticipation. She had only a light breakfast of freshly-squeezed orange juice and buttered toast for energy, moving to the living room to wait for the dance instructor to arrive. Esha occupied herself with a book, letting her thoughts fill with pop-historical summaries of art movements, and lost track of the time.

Surprise filled Esha when she peeked up from the pages and saw that it was already five minutes past the appointed hour. She began to feel silly, having worried herself nearly sick over someone who wasn’t even going to show up, before the intercom buzzed so loudly she jumped out of her chair.

She hopped over a foot-rest and bounded over to the intercom receiver, pushing the button to accept. The speaker crackled before she heard the voice of one of the security personnel.

“Sorry, memsaahib, there’s a woman here asking to come to top floor. She won’t go, do I call the watchman?”

“Abbe, bina dhakkan ki bottle!” A loud, booming voice cracked out with such force that Esha felt herself nearly knocked back by the sheer sonic energy. “Memsaahib, please tell this gadha we have appointment!”

Esha briefly considered denying this and letting the building security escort her out, for the sake of her ears if not for the sake of the poor guard. It did strike her as unimaginably rude to do so, however, so she begrudgingly confirmed that the woman should be allowed to come up.

“Thank you!”

The woman scoffed at the guard, before stomping away loudly enough that Esha could hear. She let go of the intercom button, sighing and readying herself for the arrival of someone who, by all accounts, would make Dolly look reserved.

Esha would have awkwardly lingered in front of the door, but she was not given sufficient time to do so. The doorbell rang out twice, far sooner than should have been temporally possible given the speed of the lift and the number of floors it had to traverse. Esha rushed over to the door and threw it open with a greeting on her lips, one that died as soon as she saw her dance instructor for the very first time.

Nothing about the woman’s appearance was necessarily as striking or loud as her voice. She was modestly clad, her attire a simple indigo kurti with a salwar to match. Her jet-black hair fell about her face in a mass of wild tangles, almost unkempt, but undeniably pretty even so. A large bag rested against her hip, its single strap slung across her shoulder, in place of a purse. Overall the woman cut an impressive figure, all beefy limbs and toned muscles and broad shoulders, carrying herself with an undeniable grace and balance. What caught Esha’s attention the most, however, were her eyes. They were so black as to appear almost consuming, like voids that magnetically drew you in until you were at risk of losing yourself in them. Despite that her eyes still sparkled somehow, twinkling with life and mischief, bearing within them a brilliant smile. An entire lifetime passed in a single heartbeat as Esha stared, spellbound, her gaze roving over dusky skin and flashing teeth and soft, full lips but always, always coming back to those eyes.

“Sorry-sorry!” The woman broke the spell, sweeping into the flat as Esha stumbled back to let her in, closing the door behind her. She spoke clearly, rapidly, and loudly as she shucked her slippers off. “Train had a delay, then traffic because always traffic, then that gadha napping on the ground floor tried to send me away because he thought I was trying to get hired as a maid!”

“Oh, that’s rude,” Esha observed mildly, trying to prevent her suddenly light heart from floating out of her body. “It’s okay, nothing doing.”

“I can stay for the late-time over the hour, no problem!” The woman beamed, then seemed to think of something and worried her hands together, suddenly contrite. Esha couldn’t help but think how little this nervousness seemed to suit her. “Sorry, ma’am, I mean, if you want, just want you to get the full hour, if you have something important after …”

“Ya, ya, it’s fine, I don’t have anything scheduled,” Esha hurriedly reassured her. “Um, what do I call you?”

“I’m Billu, ma’am,” Billu said brightly, offering her hand to shake. Esha accepted, noting how strong Billu’s grip was.

“Please, na, call me Esha. All this ma’am-fam is not my scene,” Esha urged.

“Okay, Esha ma’am!” Billu turned around before she could see Esha slap her forehead. “So, any place to practice?”

“Haan, chalo, the spare bedroom’s been cleared.” Esha beckoned after herself and Billu followed, already unzipping her bag and rummaging around in it for her things.

They walked to the empty room together. Esha was suddenly much more self-conscious, noting the scratch marks on the floor that indicated where the heavy bed and bedside had been dragged out. She skipped over the tracks in a vain attempt to cover them up, then wondered what exactly she was thinking. Awkwardly Esha turned back to Billu, trying to cover her strange behavior with an uneasy grin.

For her part, Billu still had her head down and was elbow-deep in her bag, insensate to Esha’s bizarre, jerky movements. She looked up on entering the room and appeared pleased with the space, nodding around appreciatively. Bright sunlight streamed in through sliding glass doors that led to a small balcony, lighting Billu up and making her appear somehow even more larger-than-life, brighter and more beautiful. Esha blinked rapidly, wondering if she ought to rattle her head to clear it. What was happening to her?

Her train of thought was interrupted by Billu, who made a happy noise and dropped her bag gingerly on the floor, before rushing over to open the sliding windows and step out into the sun. Esha could feel a slight breeze as they opened. She watched Billu’s hair blow about in the wind as she basked, her hands on the balcony’s railing, almost striking a pose. Radiant, Esha thought, her heart hammering in her chest.

Billu stayed that way for a second, inhaling deeply, then stepped back into the room. “You know, Esha ma’am …”

“Hmm?” Esha blinked rapidly, grimacing as she realized she’d been staring so intently at a sun-lit Billu, her eyes had afterimages in them.

“Don’t mind na, but is that what you’re wearing for practice?”

Esha looked down at her chosen attire. She was wearing comfortable but tight-fitting clothes, a simple red tee over black shorts. “It’s exercise wear …”

“Haan, but you won’t be dancing in exercise wear, no?” Billu clicked her tongue like it was obvious. She stuck her leg out to show Esha. “If you have a kurti-pajama, something nice and roomy, but tight on the ankle, best to practice in that. You’ll get used to dancing in it.”

Esha, ogling Billu’s leg, marveling at how well she could see the definition of Billu’s thigh and calf even through the somewhat baggy slacks, pulled herself together for long enough to tear her eyes away and nod. “Um, okay.”

“You go change, I’ll do set-up!”

Billu squatted in front of her bag and began pulling out her speakers and two mats. Esha willed herself not to just stand there and look at Billu, leaving to grab her maroon kurti and trousers.

When Esha returned, Billu seemed to be in the middle of some stretches. She was bent over with her legs completely straight, holding her own ankles. Esha had a moment of absolute, overwhelming, unmitigated panic as her eyes spun around the featureless room, trying to find something to focus on that wasn’t the one thing she wanted to focus on. Fortunately, Billu sprang up straight as she heard Esha arrive.

“Very good, very good,” Billu said happily.

Esha couldn’t help but smile and redden a little at Billu’s effusiveness. The woman’s sheer, bubbly enthusiasm was infectious and was doing a lot to put Esha at ease.

“So, stretching?” Esha asked, as she began doing some simple ones, putting her forearm under an elbow and pulling her arm into herself.

“In time. Pehle toh you need to make some choices!”

Billu handed Esha a phone. Quickly looking away from Billu’s radiant smile, Esha’s eyes darted downwards at the screen, spotting a playlist of songs she mostly did not recognize. She accepted the device with slightly-trembling fingers and began scrolling through.

“Most popular wedding selections!” Billu announced happily, now twirling around her like some kind of overly-muscular fairy creature as she continued her stretching. “Some high energy, others more romantic if you want to be more lovey-dovey—”

“Oh, um,” Esha mumbled, her forehead suddenly cold with perspiration. “Achha, let’s see …”

Thumbing through a list of songs shouldn’t be this harrowing, Esha thought wanly. So many of these seemed far too upbeat when compared to the actual feelings that roiled within her while she contemplated what was being asked of her. Did she want to put on an exuberant, high-tempo show while she danced the last few moments of her unmarried life away, or did she want to affect a tenderness and intimacy she did not feel towards the man she’d have to spend a lifetime cultivating it for?

Everything that had seemed so distant and faraway a mere moment ago was suddenly far, far too present, as tangible as the cold metal in her hands and as inscrutable as the song titles she was unable to decipher. Esha took a deep breath and was about to select one that had mostly English words in the name, when she felt a warm hand on her shoulder, giving it an oddly reassuring squeeze. Glancing up from the screen, her eyes shimmering, Esha saw Billu giving her a smile that was a little too understanding.

“Not up-to-date with current Bollywood?” Billu asked gently.

Presented with a lifeline, Esha took it, chuckling awkwardly. “No, yaar. Don’t really like the recent stuff. Too much electronic, club stuff, you know?”

“Oh ho!” Billu took a step closer and peered at her own phone, swiftly tabbing away to a different list. “Do you actually have taste, Esha ma’am?”

Something about the tone Billu employed made it easier for Esha to blink back the tears. A strange feeling had blossomed in her core, one which only intensified when she saw the new playlist Billu had pulled up. Delighted, Esha scrolled through it in amazement for a few seconds before rounding on Billu.

“Arre, all my favorites are in here!” Esha crowed.

Linguistically, Esha was still largely in the dark—the older songs had longer, more complicated, and less well-known words in their titles if anything. They were words that she knew, however, even if she’d never quite managed to make their meanings stick, flowery and extravagant declarations of everlasting love to transcend hardships and even lifetimes. What Esha couldn’t parse was more than made up for by emotion, memory, familiarity, by a lifetime of never finding a better language for love than the mother tongue she could scarcely speak.

“Chalo then, let’s start with a favorite?” Billu suggested, encouraging.

Nodding, Esha picked a song, the one she had the most history with. She gave the phone back to Billu, who docked it into the portable speakers.

“You know the heroine’s part, na?” Billu confirmed, straightening up and patting the front of her kurti.

“I know it, but I don’t know if I can do it,” Esha admitted.

“Try!”

There was something so grounding, so stabilizing in Billu’s stolid demeanor, in her wide stance and outstretched, inviting arms that Esha suddenly really wanted to pirouette into, no matter how gracelessly she’d perform the act. Giggling in a manner that she surprised herself with, Esha took a deep breath and closed her eyes, recalling the dance routine she’d scrutinized hundreds of times and unwittingly committed to memory.

Her first step forward did not land on a mat, but a meadow of vibrant, verdant green that spread out from the balls of her feet. The four beige walls of her father’s bare, lifeless room melted away, revealing snow-capped peaks on the distant horizons. Rows of flowers in full bloom sprang into being around the two of them, alternating between brilliant indigo petals and florets of the deepest crimson. All the while the music swelled, more melodious and sonorous than Billu’s speakers seemed capable of. The notes echoed through and surrounded Esha, suffusing her limbs, her very soul, propelling her forward into Billu’s embrace with hardly a stumble.

“Good,” Billu noted, a hint of pride in her voice that filled Esha up almost as much as the music had. “Let’s take it slow.”

So they did. Billu guided Esha through the motions, setting a languorous pace that only enhanced the dreamlike, enchanting aura that Esha had been on the precipice of since she’d opened the door and now felt herself immersed in, lost in. The routine felt almost rehearsed, the intertwined song and movements clearly something they shared, held somewhere bone-deep within them and summoned forth with little effort. Once or twice Esha misstepped or turned in the wrong direction, a slight error that Billu easily corrected with a light touch, guiding her back without needing to speak so much as a word. The feeling of Billu’s hands gliding over her, up her back or down her waist, made Esha wonder if she ought to be making more mistakes.

Diminishing in intensity, the final refrain of the song came exactly when she knew it would, and yet all too soon. As suddenly as she’d left, Esha found herself back in her flat, back within the beige confines of the room, breathing heavily as she stood in the center with Billu’s arms around her. Her fingers tensed, enmeshed with Billu’s, and for a moment she considered refusing to let go, staring into Billu’s enveloping, omniscient-seeming gaze. The moment passed, however, and Esha let Billu withdraw from her, suppressing the urge to hold herself and shiver in the ensuing silence.

“Wah, wah!”

Of course, it was hard to feel glum when Billu was right there before her, sparkling and exulting.

“Well done, Esha ma’am!” Billu twirled a hand above her head before bringing it down across her torso, executing a silly little bow. “You’ll master whatever routine I teach you in half the time, definitely!”

“No!” Esha cried out. “I mean, no, I’m going to need all the sessions with you, if not extra ones. I’m actually, ah, very clumsy.”

Billu bemusedly blinked at her earnestness, while Esha bit her lip and nodded frantically.

“Extremely clumsy,” Esha echoed.

“Haan, of course, of course,” Billu laughed.

Relieved, Esha glanced at the speakers. “Shall we settle on that one?”

“Bit too cliche, Esha ma’am.” Billu winked at Esha, making her heart stop momentarily. “I have some idea about a good song, lekin.”

“Oh?”

“You’ll like it,” Billu insisted, and Esha believed her completely. “Now let’s see …”

For the remainder of their time, Billu walked Esha through some simpler moves, helping her to piece them together into longer, flowing movements to the tune of Billu’s clapping. Much to her chagrin, however much Esha professed her inexperience, it turned out that she took to the physicality of dancing quite well. She’d only need a few demonstrations before she was able to replicate Billu, mastering the basics rather quickly through repetition. Finally, when Billu made her put it all together, going from one motion to the next from memory alone, Esha was able to execute the (rather short) sequence flawlessly on the very first try.

“What a natural, ma’am!” Billu cheered. 

Her jubilation was cut short when she noticed the time. Billu gasped and turned to Esha, frantic.

“So sorry ma’am, have to run! Next appointment is across town!”

Billu hurriedly began rolling up a mat. Esha grabbed the other one to help, handed Billu her bag back to stuff them in and even picked up the speakers for her. Once it was all put away and zipped up, Billu patted herself down to make sure she had everything. She shouted her thanks over her shoulder and bolted out of the flat, leaving the door wide open as she rushed out. Esha grabbed the still-open door and sighed wistfully as she caught a last glimpse of Billu, disappearing behind the rapidly-closing doors of the lift.

Esha lingered for a few moments, as though she could summon Billu back by staring at the elevator hard enough. Eventually, she accepted reality and closed the door to the flat, leaning against it and sinking slowly to the floor, her heart thudding in her chest with an ache she was sure she’d never felt before.

“Of course, Dolly, I’m going to fall in love with a complete stranger over the course of a single dance routine!”

“Oh no,” Esha groaned, burying her face in her hands.

—

On the train she’d managed to barely catch, Billu was hanging out of the open door, one arm wrapped around the pole to secure herself while the rest of her dangled freely in the afternoon air, cooling off in the windy wake of the train’s motion. Her earphones were plugged in and she found herself in a rather particular mood as she scrolled through her songs. Billu picked her ‘Romantic Music’ playlist before tucking her phone into a pocket, looking up at the clouds as melodies of deep yearning and longing played in her ears. The tunes drowned out the rhythmic clanking of the train wobbling unsteadily on the tracks.




“I carved your name into the ruddy walls of my heart …”
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“So, how was she? Went well na?” Dolly asked, bouncing in her seat.

Esha put down the bottle of Thums Up she was nursing to answer Dolly’s question. “It was so fun!”

“Oho?” Inu put her Limca down as well, arching an eyebrow, cocking a half-smile at Esha.

They were at the dhaba, Esha having finally decided to take the plunge and risk it all, feeling like she’d built up the requisite gastrointestinal fortitude. The joint didn’t have air conditioning, so they’d arrived after dark and ordered cold beverages to help with the heat as they waited for their food. They’d crammed themselves into one of the small booth-like tables, two to a side, with Esha sitting next to Pallavi. Dolly and Inu shared a look as Esha began to chatter excitedly about her dance instructor.

“Haan, it was great! She’s so vibrant and energetic and talented, I don’t understand why she’s running around on trains teaching people silly Bollywood moves, she could have a school or something, na?” Esha eagerly directed the question at Dolly, who nodded in agreement, looking bemused.

Pallavi opened her mouth to ask something but was interrupted by Esha’s continued gushing. 

“You know, I was a bit skeptical at first, she has a lot of personality, I was thinking ‘Oh god how am I going to get through the hour’, right? But it was so easy and fun! She’s such a good teacher, already I know a little part of the routine and I’ve been practicing on my own so we can start doing more next time.”

Dolly seemed to bite back a smile, her lips pressed together in a thin line as she snorted. Inu and Pallavi, meanwhile, had no trouble snickering a little.

“What?” Esha finally cottoned on and looked around at her friends, feeling irritated. “What’d I say?”

Pallavi responded first, with a high-pitched imitation of Esha, her nose scrunched up in mock annoyance. “Arre, yaar, shut up about my wedding, I don’t even want to dance!”

“Now look at you!” Inu was still chortling. “Won’t shut up about how much fun you had.”

“Haan, haan, you were all right, I was all wrong.” Esha sighed. “Happy?”

“Very happy.” Inu reached across and pinched Esha on the cheek as Esha glared back at her.

Dolly was still smiling, but the smile no longer reached her eyes. The look she was giving Esha was kind, but a little too piercing, a little too knowing. “I told you na, she’s solid. You liked her?”

A genuine smile spread across Esha’s face and she lit up, shrugging off her friends’ teasing in an instant. “So much, Dolly. Thanks for sending her my way. Made my day yesterday.”

Dolly nodded, her own smile growing smaller. She looked down at her drink. “I’m glad, yaar. You’re actually smiling now.”

“I know! Finally excited for the wedding!” Inu reached across and grabbed Esha’s hand before she could ask why Dolly was suddenly so glum. “I’m so happy you’re getting into it, honestly.”

“Achha? Why?” Esha swiveled her head to focus on Inu. Dolly could wait a moment, she supposed.

Inu looked a little bashful. “I accepted a rishta.”

Pallavi dropped her drink on the table, where it didn’t spill by some miracle. Dolly’s head jerked up as she turned and looked at Inu, a shocked and pained expression on her face. Esha herself didn’t know what to say or do, her eyes wide and mouth agape. Inu was the last person any of them expected to get married so soon. She’d been so adamant over the years, arguing endlessly with her father and refusing to have her hand promised to a man she didn’t even know. It had been one thing when it was just Esha, but two of their number getting married in such quick succession was starting to make the whole affair lose its sense of whimsy.

“C-Congratulations?” Esha sputtered. It was all she could think to say.

“Very sincere.” Inu nodded sagely. “Look, you’ll, I know it’s surprising, but I thought finally … Like if even Esha is doing it … and look how happy she is now! My parents really wanted this and it’ll be fine, I’m sure.”

Each word sounded less sure than the last. Inu was wringing her hands and looking at the center of the table instead of at any of her friends.

“I just got tired,” she finally admitted, sighing. “But it’s not so bad, right Esha?”

Esha quickly put a smile on her face. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Dolly try to do the same and fail, her expression returning to a pained blankness even as the corners of her lips twitched.

“It’s great, yaar,” Esha said in a voice that convinced no one. Least of all herself.

Blessedly, they were spared the need to spend any more words on the topic by the arrival of their food. The waiter first put down their “schezwan” egg fried rice, bright red and palpably greasy, garnished generously with green onions. It was soon joined by ‘manchurian’, a blackish-brown gravy that was more cornstarch than water, coating crispy deep-fried objects of unknown make and origin. Finally, a deliciously oily and equally red bowl of noodles was placed between them, mixed up with a mess of cabbage and carrots and scrambled eggs.

Esha inhaled deeply, breathing it all in. “I’ve missed the abomination that is Indian Chinese so much.”

“Remember last year when you sent us that pic, saying ‘This is what real SICHUAN food looks like’?” Pallavi elbowed Esha.

“I had honestly never wanted to punch you more in my life,” Inu confessed.

“I’ll be offended after I eat this all myself.” Esha began to pile her plate up. Pallavi flagged a waiter, deciding they’d need another rice.

The rest of the meal was spent talking about how delicious, greasy, and deliciously greasy the food was, and little else. Dolly, in particular, was uncharacteristically quiet and soon excused herself, nearly running out of the dhaba without even ordering dessert with the others, or waiting for Esha so they could share a taxi. Esha was the next to leave, grabbing a kulfi to go before heading home. There was something funereal about the way Inu had delivered the news and how they’d received it. Did they not, in fact, have a life to mourn now? A life that could have been, if not for the domestic inevitability they all faced?

As she ascended to her mother’s penthouse in the lift, Esha let herself, for the first time, feel envy for Dolly. Sweet, kind, soft, pretty Dolly, who was allowed to do what she liked by Manju auntie, who never had to worry about rishtas or judgment because her mother had already accepted it all, had already determined she cared more for her daughter’s happiness than what society said about her. A privilege that even Esha couldn’t buy. Dolly, whose kisses tasted like fire, who could have anyone she wanted as long as whoever she wanted wasn’t a coward.

Esha was a coward, she thought, as she stashed her kulfi in the freezer and walked to her room. She collapsed heavily on her bed, not even bothering to change, and plugged her phone in before opening up her calendar. She scrolled to the date of her next dance appointment and stared at it, imagining striking indigo flowers and piercing black eyes and booming, infectious laughter. A song began to play softly on her speakers.

“I carved your name into the ruddy walls of my heart …”

—

The days flew past, and the clocks kept ticking. A feeling of dread lurked in the very corners of Esha’s heart that grew with each passing minute, slowly spreading through her chest. That feeling stopped when Esha was with Billu. When she was with Billu, Esha could just let herself be happy, be carefree. When she was with Billu, Esha could just dance her troubles away, losing herself in music and movement and the joy they both shared in the moment.

When Esha was with Billu, time stopped.

It continued to amaze her just how easy Billu was to be around. With regards to the routine itself, Esha wasn’t sure whether she was a quick study or Billu was a gifted teacher–some combination of both, she reckoned–as the actual instruction seemed to proceed quite quickly. True to her word, Billu had returned to their second session with a video of herself doing a near-complete routine to the song, with a few extra clips of ‘alternate takes’ so Esha could have a few choices, in case she felt some of the moves were beyond her. Esha had promptly demanded that Billu string together all the most complex moves out of the possibilities and teach that version to her, to which Billu had responded by slapping her forehead and laughing.

They’d proceeded from that edict and, to Billu’s surprise, Esha had little trouble with the execution. They spun, twirled, jumped, kicked, and posed together, with Esha following Billu’s lead after only a few adjustments or corrections. Billu commented often that Esha seemed to simply have a knack for dance and was an exceptional student, which Esha wasn’t sure she entirely believed–Billu had plenty of incentive to talk her up and make her feel good about the lessons she was paying for–but couldn’t help appreciating the praise all the same.

More surprising, however, was how Billu was so easy to talk to. Esha felt like she could talk to Billu about anything. They usually breezed through the actual dance training in less time than the full allotted hour or found that they had ample time where Billu wasn’t actively teaching Esha, merely clapping out a beat or observing her form as she did her best to go through a sequence on memory alone. They thus had opportunities aplenty to just talk, about any and everything that occurred to them. It was often more ribbing about the other’s taste in Hindi movies and music, but Esha began to get more personal in her discussions with Billu without even realizing she was doing it. In particular, she’d either managed to convey, or Billu had managed to pick up on, her implicit discomfort with the nuptials themselves, and so it was never a topic either of them brought up. This, more than anything, endeared Billu to Esha and inspired a fierce gratitude and affection within her.

On their seventh or so session together, Billu was aghast to learn that Esha had never once indulged in the street food of her own city.

“Not even one time?!” Billu was so stunned that she’d frozen mid-clap, eyes bugging out of her head.

“Arre, is it really that big a deal?” Esha kept twirling and rehearsing even as she conversed. “I’ve been to dhabas, udipi hotels, I’ve had most of the stuff you can get on the roads …”

Billu clasped her heart with both her hands, looking so wounded that Esha stopped twirling out of actual concern. She began to speak in impassioned tones, her voice thick with emotion.

“That’s well and good, ma’am, but mass-market food made in large quantities in kitchens, to feed hundreds of customers a day is not the same as street food. Each dish a street vendor makes is made with love, with pyaar, by a kalakaar! A craftsman, perfecting his own art over time, time after time!”

Billu was no longer looking at Esha. She had a far-off look as she stared up at the ceiling, gesticulating wildly, as though she could conjure the images in her mind for Esha to see. “No two pav bhaajis or chutney sandwiches or sev puris are ever the same, ma’am! From roadside to roadside, station to station, I have tasted every iteration, every location! I am a connoisseur of everything the road has to offer. I could map this city in dishes for you, take you on a trip from a divine breakfast of scrambled eggs to a lunch of the most flavorful dosas to a dinner of thaali better than anything you’ll find at a named hotel, ma’am! If you have not eaten on the street, you have not eaten here at all.”

Esha stared. “Ok, yaar, I’ll try …”

Billu clapped her hands together, her smile so wide her eyes nearly closed. As Esha averted her gaze, partly out of shame at her earlier dismissal and party because her heart just couldn’t bear how cute Billu looked, her eyes fell upon the time on Billu’s phone screen. 

“Chalo, time to wrap up already …” Esha squatted down and began rolling the mat up. Billu quickly joined her.

“Thanks so much for ending early for me, ma’am,” Billu repeated for perhaps the hundredth actual time. “I feel bad you don’t get your full hour …”

“Stop mentioning it yaar!” Esha snapped, shooting a glare at Billu, with a touch more annoyance in her voice than she’d intended. “I don’t want you sprinting out of the house and down the road and –”

Esha couldn’t finish the thought, and looked back down at the mat, rolling it up with extra vigor.

“Haan, okay ma’am.” Billu looked quite sheepish as she accepted the mat from Esha, returning both to her bag. “The fast train comes only once an hour, toh just have to rush a bit, what with the station being a ten-minute walk –”

“What?!” Esha was somehow even more annoyed on learning that Billu had been rushing to get to the train station on foot this whole time.

“Did I say something bad, ma’am ..?”

“Why are you walking to the train station all this time?” Esha had stood up to tower over a still-squatting Billu, who was chuckling nervously–or perhaps just chuckling at the idea of Esha towering–as Esha sternly reprimanded her for her supposed thoughtlessness. “I can call the driver! There’s no need to be running up and down the roads!”

Esha left the room in a huff. Billu could hear the intercom crackle to life as she packed up the rest of her things. She smiled as she heard Esha’s accented Hindi, asking for the driver to get ready. It was one of those little things–the pronunciation of the Hindi words wasn’t off, but Esha spoke Hindi like someone who was more used to English. There was a choice in diction and tone and grammar that was easy to spot, especially if you’d spent enough time around such folks. Billu, more often than not, found this affect grating.

In Esha, though … It was charming. Cute, almost.

Billu was standing, her bag zipped and packed up and slung across her shoulder, when Esha returned to their practice room. “It’s okay, ma’am, I can–”

“Not one more word.” Esha put her hands on her hips and gave Billu a glare that settled the matter. Billu nodded meekly, still smiling at how forceful Esha could get, and let herself be led downstairs.

Billu clambered awkwardly into the backseat as Esha walked around the car to the other side. Never before had she heaved herself into a car so large that stepping into it felt like going up a stair. Billu nearly squeaked out loud as the heavy door was closed by the watchman with a loud thud. Esha hopped in and slammed the door shut on her end, signaling to the driver to take off.

“Feel a bit silly asking for a lift to the station, ma’am,” Billu admitted. “It’ll take only two minutes by car.”

“More like five. Traffic, remember?” Esha was staring out the window as she spoke. Her locality actually planted and maintained trees on the roadsides and she liked looking at them as they drove through, watching the sunlight shimmer through the leaves.

“More reason to walk, na?”

“It’s fine,” Esha insisted. “I have the car, I have the time. Relax.”

“Okay, ma’am,” Billu finally agreed. She looked at the time. “Wow, can actually get lunch today.”

“Eh?” Esha’s head swiveled around, her expression demanding an explanation.

“Oh, usually I just have to run and catch the train –”

“You’ve been skipping lunch?!”

“Arre …” Billu winced. She seemed to be evoking a lot of ire from Esha today.

Esha pinched the bridge of her nose. “I’m going to watch you eat something for today, and from now on I’m making sure you eat before I take you to the station after our session. Understood?”

“There’s really no need, ma’am …”

“I’m not even listening to you anymore.” Esha turned back to her window and her trees. Billu stared at her, at the way the shadows played across her skin, at her hair and her cheek and her fidgeting hands, and smiled a wide smile.

As the car entered the road that led to the railway station, Billu asked the driver to pull over. Esha looked around, confused. “The station entrance is down the road …”

“Haan, but the eat street starts here!” Billu laughed. She pointed out the row of hawkers and street vendors selling a variety of wares and foods that lined the pavement, nearly all the way to the station. “You promised to try it out. Coming now?”

Esha looked out at the vendors, at cooks throwing diced onions and tomatoes over a sizzling flat-top, or liberally applying green chutney and softened butter to white bread, or tossing crisps with chopped coriander, lemon juice, and spices. There was a color here, a vibrancy and life in the array of choices and flavors that Esha had somehow never let herself appreciate. She nodded.

“Chalo.” Esha opened her door and jumped out of the car with Billu.

“So, what are we trying?” Esha asked with a little smile that made Billu’s heart sing.

“What does Esha ma’am like?”

“Once again, just call me Esha, na. And two, it doesn’t matter what I like.” Esha was nearly skipping next to Billu, her hands behind her back, her head darting to and fro as they walked by the various offerings. “You said na, you know the best food on any road? Show me.”

“With pleasure, Esha ma’am!” Billu took only a moment to gather her bearings before she grabbed Esha’s hand and sailed over to one particular stall.

A single man stood at a large flat-top griddle, heated by a single gas burner. He tossed another coating of oil across it, where it sizzled and smoked near instantaneously. Meticulously, he began to layer the vegetables he’d spent the past fifteen minutes chopping and prepping: onions first, going translucent in very little time, followed by a paste of ginger, garlic, and green chillies. The diced tomatoes hit the grill last and were allowed to sear and disintegrate for about a minute, which is when the masher came out. The vegetable mixture was pulped, even and fine, into a near-uniform consistency. That’s when the spice powders came down: Bright red kashmiri chili, yellow turmeric, green-gray coriander and a final mix of roasted and ground whole spices, the recipe to which was likely a family heirloom and a closely-guarded secret for the man. Four eggs were finally cracked into the mix, the yolks broken with a spatula and folded in with the whites and caramelized vegetables.

Esha had been mesmerized by the whole process from start to finish, barely even noticing as Billu exchanged words with the man. The vendor pushed the scrambled eggs aside, letting them set on a cooler part of the griddle and throwing down a pat of butter on the hottest area. Four bread rolls were sliced open and rubbed over the browning butter, toasting quickly. Esha’s mouth was absolutely watering as the rolls were arranged in plates and the eggs scooped into them. The man finished with a little garnish of chopped coriander and a squeeze of lemon. Billu handed him a few banknotes and thanked him, gratefully accepting the steaming plates.

“His anda-pav is amazing, but his omelets could use some work,” Billu explained as she led Esha away, missing the vendor glaring daggers at the back of her head.

The first bite was like tasting for the first time all over again. There was grease here, yes, in spades, but it wasn’t the carefree greasiness of the hotels that cooked a single dish in as much ghee as a housewife would use in a month. Rather, it was an amount of fat that was considered, budgeted, as much as could be spared given limited resources and tight margins. It was a satisfying, filling greasiness, of eggs and onions that bore the profile of every spice dissolved into the oil, erupting through the mouth in harmonious flavors, balanced by tangy lemon and the heat of the chillies. Esha wolfed it down, feeling a keen, ravenous hunger roar to life in her from out of nowhere, until naught was left on the plate but crumbs.

“Liked it?” Billu asked smugly. She didn’t need an answer, but looked like she wanted to hear it.

Esha smiled at her with orange lips, still licking her fingers clean. “I love … I loved it. Thanks, Billu.”

“Anytime, Esha ma’am.”

They stood there for a few seconds. Too few. Billu’s time was budgeted, too, and she was stretching it as far as she could.

Eventually, Billu murmured a soft goodbye and walked away, hearing her train pull into the station. Esha watched her go. She saw Billu look back at her, their eyes meeting, before she disappeared into the crowd heading for the platforms.
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For every session after that one, Esha made a point of arranging for both food and a drive to the station. Sometimes she’d have the cook whip something up that could be eaten on the go, like sandwiches or samosas, since Billu refused to end their sessions any earlier than fifty minutes into the hour and said that she couldn’t spare the time to sit down for a full meal. This sometimes put Esha at odds with the cook, who claimed that they didn’t always have the spare ingredients for “extra snacks” on top of the daily meals she prepared. Esha had half a mind to complain to her mother about the cook’s insubordination, but quickly decided that she didn’t feel like being responsible for her being fired. Instead, on the days the cook said she couldn’t prepare extra food, Esha would send the driver down to the station early to pick up anda-pav, so they could eat it in the car while Esha was dropping Billu off.

Billu had consistently protested all of this, every step of the way, insisting it was far too generous of Esha. Eventually she stopped because Esha made a large show of feeling hurt that Billu didn’t want to spend any time with her. Billu had quickly tried to reassure Esha that spending time with her was always the highlight of the days when Billu got to come and see her. Esha had, at that moment, ceased with her phony sniffling and looked Billu in the eye, holding her gaze for a few minutes before they remembered they had to go downstairs to meet the driver. That had been an anda-pav day and so they noisily and happily ate, with Billu quickly rushing to tell Esha of how she was trying her own recipes at home, growing closer to cracking the mix of ground spices that was the dish’s secret ingredient. Neither of them brought up Billu’s inadvertent revelation and Billu henceforth never objected to being fed or driven to the station by Esha.

Conversely, while Esha’s time with Billu was becoming more than merely ‘pleasant’ and in fact was a desperately-needed reprieve from the imminent ceremonies, Esha’s time away from Billu was becoming a starker and starker reminder of the same, making that reprieve ever more necessary with each passing day. Esha could never have suspected that she would actually miss the days when her mother was too preoccupied to include her in anything, now that she was being regularly carted around to various tailors and jewelers, all of whom were desperately vying for her mother’s favor and bedecking Esha in increasingly elaborate, gaudy and downright impractically decorative garb. Anu’s singleminded zeal in ensuring that Esha would blind everyone in the wedding party as soon as she was in vicinity of the flames was beginning to concern Esha, who couldn’t understand how her mother remained full of energy at the end of a long day of rejecting proposed designs and outfits, while Esha barely had enough to get changed and crawl into bed.

On one such night, Esha found herself too exhausted even to sleep. Her feet throbbed in protest after a long day of keeping her upright while attendants stacked heavier and heavier sets of diamond-studded gold on her brow and around her neck, a pained stab jolting her awake before sleep could settle upon her. Listless and more than a little cross, Esha sat up and put on her softest slippers. She began to make her way to the bathroom furthest from her mother’s room, intending to switch the geyser on and give her poor feet a proper soak in a bucket of warm water.

Her sojourn through the dark, spacious living room was interrupted by her mother walking in with her phone held in front of her, clearly agitated and in the middle of a sentence. Esha froze in place, unsure if her mother had seen her, while Anu settled down heavily at the dining table.

“—even for your dear daughter’s wedding?” Anu demanded.

She sounded on the verge of tears. Esha flinched when Anu practically dropped the phone on the glass table with a loud clatter.

Whoever Anu was talking to made a dismissive grunt. Heart sinking, Esha realized that her mother was speaking to the last person she would want to overhear her mother conversing with: her father.

“Anupriya,” came Ishwar’s response, all the stiffer for having intoned Anu’s full name, “please realize that I can’t leave—”

“Why not?” Anu wailed, unable to contain her misery. “I know your day-to-day is meeting-sheeting, you can’t do that from here instead of America?”

“There’s more than just meetings,” Ishwar insisted. “We’ve had a raft of new hires, and I can’t quite entrust everything to them, not during a crucial—”

“Is it that bad, Ishu?” Anu interrupted, her voice suddenly soft. “That bad to be reminded of the worst day of your life?”

Ishwar stopped cold. An uneasy silence filled the room, occasionally punctuated by the sounds of a sputtering printer in the background of Ishwar’s office.

“That’s what you think?” Ishwar snapped, his accent shifting to something closer to how he used to sound in old videos, betraying a genuine hurt in his tone.

“What else am I to think?” Anu sniffled, wiping away tears. “You’ve hated all the weddings since ours, Ishu.”

“That’s not true.”

“Just this one, then?” Anu asked bitterly. “The one that would require you to actually spend some time with me?”

“You’re smart enough to understand why I’m here and not there,” Ishwar countered curtly. “If you insist on misreading the reasons, so be it.”

Abruptly, the call was cut off. Both Esha and Anu stared at the phone in shock.

Slowly at first, in fits and starts, then finally in long, uninterrupted caterwauls, Anu broke down, cradling her head in her hands. Esha stood there silently the whole time, not trusting herself to make a single sound or move a single muscle, ignoring the pain in her feet. Eventually, after what seemed like an eternity, Anu’s cries petered out. She stood up from the table unsteadily, chair scraping loudly behind her, and stumbled out of the room. Esha continued to stand there in the darkness for a few minutes, before she turned and dashed to her room as fast as she could move.

Throwing herself back into bed, Esha scrabbled at her bedside table, picking up her phone when she found it and hurriedly detaching it from its charging cable. As if in a frenzy she navigated to the familiar folder in her e-mails, opening it and pulling up the letter ensconced within.

“My dearest Esha,” that familiar voice began once more, each syllable cutting through her anew.

“Never doubt that the time we managed to steal away together comprised some of the happiest moments I’ve ever had the fortune to experience—happier than I ever expected I could be in a relationship. For the first time in my life, when I said the words ‘I love you’, I well and truly meant them—I love you, Esha. Please never doubt that, no matter what else you think of me—oh, what you must think of me. What you will.”

The temptation to stop here, to reread this first paragraph instead of continuing, welled up within Esha as it usually did. As she usually did, Esha tamped down on the impulse and read on.

“Nevertheless … I cannot love you in the way you want me to, Esha. I cannot clasp your hand in mine and turn to the world, to our families, and loudly declare that no matter what they think of our union, our happiness comes first. We are not Americans, Esha, no matter how much we sound like them. We have things to consider that are far more important than our own petty, personal happiness. You do know that, don’t you? Please know that. Please understand.

“I’ve loved every minute of this fantasy, this dream that you and I shared together—but dreams must come to an end, my love. We must, sooner or later, return to our reality. I have accepted a suitor—a persistent one, my family says, one they’d hoped I’d accept for quite some time. I hope you’ll come to see things my way someday—that you’ll agree that this is for the best, that we had to stop prolonging the inevitable due to our juvenile desires and just … just grow up and face the music, Esha.

“I will always love you. I will always, always … ALWAYS love you. But I love my family too, Esha. You know I’m right—and I know, one day, you’ll thank me for having the courage to do this. For ending it on a high note, rather than wallowing in misery, eternally dreading the end, knowing it could never end like we both wanted it to.

“I love you, Esha. Please believe me.

“Yours eternally,

“Madhu.”

Esha let her eyes scan over the words, again and again, until she couldn’t make them out anymore through tears she was unable to blink away. Eventually, she rolled over and fell into an uneasy, restless sleep, as those words continued to echo through Esha’s ears in her ex-girlfriend’s voice.

—

Finding herself awake far too early, Esha noticed a text from her mother awaiting her. Anu had canceled their plans, citing an emergency that required her to leave town for a few days and visit a relative whose name Esha did not recognize. Suspecting that this sudden change in plans had little to do with an ‘emergency’ and more concerned the conversation she’d unwittingly borne witness to, Esha was nonetheless relieved—and subsequently guilty for feeling so. Perhaps a few days away from wedding preparations would do both mother and daughter some good.

Briefly, Esha considered reaching out to her father, but could not really bring herself to do so after what she’d heard. In truth, she hadn’t reached out or spoken to Ishwar since accepting the rishta. She did not quite know what he thought of the matter and a part of her was terrified of his approval. Her father had always had an uncanny knack for divining her true feelings on any subject and Esha did not want him to learn how reluctantly she’d acquiesced.

Still, a part of her longed to reconnect with him, to confide in him, even. Dolly had her suspicions, no doubt, but Esha couldn’t quite bring herself to burden Dolly with the fullness of her reticence, with all the reasons beyond the usual why this union was abhorrent to her and why she was going through with it regardless.

Instead, Esha roused herself, got dressed, and went downstairs.

Aside from a few spare clothes, nothing in the house actually belonged to Ishwar or had any significant connection to him. To find such an item, one would have to look elsewhere, such as the garage that he insisted on continuing to lease from the housing society year after year, over Anu’s constant protests that they only had two cars, neither of which justified the annual expense. Esha arrived there without encountering anyone else—the driver wouldn’t be along to start his shift until much later—and entered through a side door, tapping a keycard to gain access. There, behind the only remaining car (Anu presumably having commandeered the other one), Esha found what she was looking for.

Despite her protestations, Anu likely had some lingering affection for the contraption herself. Esha carefully—almost reverently—peeled off the canvas that was meant to keep the worst of the dust away, smiling despite herself as she revealed her father’s old, truly ancient motorcycle. While it would have been a fairly simple matter to pay a mechanic to keep the machine up and running, Ishwar was both too paranoid and too fond of his old steed to let anyone else handle it—anyone besides himself and Esha, that is. Anu had, on occasion, drily noted that she could rely on seeing her husband at least twice a year: he had to come down that often to tune his old bike up, after all.

It hadn’t been too long since the machine’s last check-up, Esha recalled. Her fussing over it with a damp rag was more an exercise in self-soothing, losing herself in an activity her father had trained her to execute over long weekends, regaling her with sanitized tales of his youthful exploits the whole while. Every once in a while her mother would appear at the side-entrance, leaning against the doorframe and squinting at them, occasionally interrupting one of Ishwar’s more hyperbolic recountings. Ishwar would tut at her and Anu would thumb her nose at him, saying that he needed to be kept honest lest his daughter attempt to foolishly recreate one of his fantastical escapades.

Once in a blue moon Anu would have a tale for her too, Esha recalled as she started the engine. When her father had taught her how to check the battery with a voltmeter, Anu spoke at length about how Ishwar used to love taking her around the city on his bike whenever it rained, speeding along the seaside at a breakneck pace and ignoring Anu’s screamed demands to slow down. In spite of everything surrounding the circumstances of their marriage, Esha liked to think that at some point, there had been something approximating a genuine affection between her parents.

She wondered if there would ever be another rainy day where Ishwar would want to take Anu around the city again.

The motorcycle seemed to be in working order. Esha killed the engine and readied the canvas, taking a long, last look at the immaculately-repainted red bike and the tacky black flame decals her father had added at her insistence, before covering it up once more.

—

Monsoon season was supposed to have ended nearly a month ago, but lately the annual showers seemed to be more spread-out, with a later onset and more sporadic rainfall that could occur well after it was reasonably supposed to. Esha was reminded of this rather unpleasantly the following day, once more being roused far earlier than she’d have liked to be, to the rhythmic sounds of droplets pattering against her windows and much less pleasant thunderclaps. Grumpily she glared at the offending precipitation, wondering what it meant for her schedule. She was supposed to see Billu for a lesson, an hour prior to noon as always, but despite the relatively regular occurrence of heavy rain at least once a year, Mumbai had somehow never managed to sort out its drainage and flooding issues. Esha’s heart sank as she considered the possibility of not getting to see Billu at all.

The news and alerts seemed to bear this out, indicating that the railways would have to shut down for at least much of the afternoon. A foolish hope persisted within Esha regardless, noting that Billu could still travel to her … Esha shook her head, trying to shake the errant thoughts loose. Just because Billu could come to her, that didn’t mean it was a good idea to do so. What was she expecting—Billu would turn up at her doorstep, all smiles and dripping hair, showing up in time for their lesson and having nowhere to go after, effectively having trapped herself until overflowing roads cleared and public transportation resumed?

Such a silly thought did not merit entertaining. Esha steadfastly refused to entertain it, constantly turning her face away from the time whenever she found herself watching the clock in anticipation and scolding herself whenever she caught herself wishing that Billu would—

At eleven o’clock, Esha’s doorbell rang. She did not run to answer it, since she was already standing by the door.

Seeing Billu there was surreal even through Esha’s hope-against-hope. For some time, all she could really do was openly gawp at Billu and be gawped at in turn, their eyes locking and tuning out everything else.

“You’re here,” Esha gasped before she could stop herself.

Billu nodded silently. Her lips parted and Esha leaned in closer to make sure she wouldn’t miss a word of what she said, only to flinch when Billu raised her arm and violently sneezed into the crook of her elbow instead, breaking the spell.

“Arre, why are you here!” Esha threw the door open, furiously beckoning Billu indoors even as she chastised Billu for being there at all. “It’s flooding—the trains aren’t even running, didn’t you hear?”

“Haan, but,” Billu began, her tone faltering from her usual easygoing drawl to the more sincere tone she adopted only rarely, seeming to change her mind on what she wanted to say mid-sentence. “I wanted to see you, Esha.”

Nothing could have prepared Esha for such a heartfelt confession. She stopped in her tracks, mind blank and heart racing, before deciding that she had no response to what Billu had just admitted.

“Go sit down!” Esha commanded, pushing Billu towards a chair.

Meekly, Billu obeyed. She settled down while Esha ran around, occasionally stopping to shove a pile of dry towels or a steaming cup into her hands. Eventually, Billu was seated quietly, sipping at ginger-lemon tea with an assortment of towels draped across her torso while Esha used a handheld blow-dryer on her hair.

“Should we get started soon?” Billu dared to ask once her cup was empty.

“Abbe, forget the stupid class!” Esha punctuated her exclamation by swatting at Billu’s shoulder. “You’re going to die of pneumonia!”

“I won’t die of pneumonia, Esha ma’am.”

“You better not,” Esha grumbled.

Satisfied that Billu’s hair was as dry as she could get it, Esha put the blow-dryer aside and walked around the armchair to retrieve Billu’s teacup. Two of her fingers inadvertently brushed against Billu’s hand as she grasped it by the rim—firm grip, solid but not rough, pleasantly smooth skin. A sudden intake of breath interrupted the pregnant silence that had fallen between them when Esha ceased flitting about, each of them reacting to this lightest of touches, barest of grazes with all the tension of someone who’d seized a livewire. Their eyes met once more.

“Practice,” Billu blurted out.

“Huh?” Esha blinked.

“The—the routine, Esha ma’am,” Billu stuttered, looking down and away in a show of searching for her phone. “Was thinking you—matlab we could rehearse the full thing, without breaks?”

Fully taking hold of the cup, Esha concealed her own face and emotional state by striding off in a hurry.

“The full routine?” she called over her shoulder while retreating. “I can try …”

By the time Esha stashed the mug away and returned, Billu had pulled her phone out and stood up, carefully peeling the now-damp towels off her body and placing them on the chair. Briefly, an overwhelming urgency seized Esha, making her want to run up to Billu and seize her by the shoulders and ask—no, demand an answer to why she’d waded through mud and muck just to come see her, why she’d sounded so, so … tender, so caring and … and other words Esha couldn’t bring herself to even think.

“Chalo, shall we?” Billu picked up her still-damp bag and turned to Esha with a smaller smile than the one she usually sported.

“No, because you didn’t come here to see me dance”, Esha almost said aloud. She was wringing her hands, fretting, shifting her weight between her toes and the balls of her feet. She didn’t want to work on a dance routine for a wedding she was dreading, she wanted to speak to Billu. Tell me why you came to see me. Tell me why you HAD to come see me.

“Let’s,” said Esha, instead of everything else she wanted to say.

Nodding, Billu followed her to their practice space.

Music always made it easier, at least. Leaving aside any affinity for the art, Esha had discovered that she simply enjoyed it, enjoyed the way the roiling tumult in her core could be stilled, calmly flowing along the beat and the rhythmic movements she was drilling into her body’s memory. Billu had picked a favorite—of course she’d picked one of Esha’s favorites. It was too much to expect that Billu would ever fall short of perfection, would ever be anything less than completely in tune with Esha’s tastes and disposition and her very spirit.

Of all the songs in her library, this was one of the older ones, heavy on Indian classical instruments that were an increasing rarity in the modern landscape. Two singers—one a man, one a woman, as the case usually was—traded lyrics in a sweet, mellifluous back-and-forth that made it perfectly suited to a partnered dance. While it was clearly meant to highlight and showcase the talents of a single ‘star’, with Esha specifically bearing the burden of the flashiest moves, there was a fair bit of interaction with her back-up dancers for parts of the routine.

For the trickier bits, where Esha had to be cognizant of everyone else’s positions, Billu would stand in to assist her. Esha found herself focusing on Billu’s face a great deal during these segments, almost missing cues and forgetting her place due to how intensely preoccupied she became with Billu’s animated expressions, her encouraging smile, her small moments of distress when it seemed like Esha was going to miss a beat or a step.

Perhaps she ought to try learning the lyrics one more time, Esha mused, while spinning around Billu with her hands on her hips. The song was so sweet, so warmly delightful, so … so very Billu. She could just barely understand the most-repeated couplet in the chorus, if she tried.

“I carved your name into the ruddy walls of my heart,

Leaving naught in me but you, the sum of my dreams, the entirety of my thoughts.”

Silence fell and the music faded. Esha, breathing heavily, found herself with both of Billu’s hands in her own. Staring at Billu’s callused knuckles, Esha began to rub her thumb across them, gently, without quite thinking about it.

“Shaabaash,” Billu commended in cheery tones, though the waver in her voice was noticeable. “Didn’t have to correct even once, Esha ma’am.”

Silence meant that the tell-tale patter of raindrops had faded. Esha glanced at the window and noticed that the downpour had dwindled to the barest of drizzles.

“Esha ma’am—”

“I want to take you on a drive.”

The words had just spilled out of her, unbidden. Esha looked up to see Billu’s surprised expression.

“The trains—”

“Not the station,” Esha interrupted. “This end of town doesn’t flood. I’ll just show you around.”

“Oh.” Billu seemed stunned. “Acchha … okay.”

An honest squeal tore its way out of Esha’s throat before she could stop it, the goofiest grin bursting across her face. She squeezed Billu’s hands tightly. Billu squeezed back.

“Do you have a hair tie?”

“Haan,” Billu confirmed after a long pause, “but, kisliye?”

“So that you can put on a helmet, obviously.”
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Monsoon showers had the odd quality of transforming Mumbai, no matter how dilapidated and chaotic it managed to become. In the aftermath of rainfall, the city somehow acquired a vibrant, dewy quality, a sheen of petrichor borrowed from the verdure that had broken its way through pavement and gravel, shining emerald under blanched, cloudy skies. The roads snaked and flowed inkily down sloped hills, rivers of pitch bubbling in the wake of speeding cars that dared to race along their slick surfaces. Even through muddy quicksand and overflowing gutters, there was beauty and wonder and oddly picturesque idyll all through the city, a contradiction that its denizens were all too familiar with and perhaps too enamored by.

This effect was enhanced whenever heavy rainfall coincided with high tide, making a journey along Mumbai’s paved shoreline all the more tumultuous. Frothing gray swells crashed against buffer rocks, spraying any hubristic pedestrians and optimistically-placed benches with salty foam and adding to winds already saturated with misted droplets. It almost seemed a warning, a reminder that Mumbai was once seven islands and could easily be again. Perhaps, one day, it wouldn’t even be one.

Esha’s chosen route was particularly scenic, if somewhat circuitous. She took Billu down the hill that led up to her locality, where you could see yourself approaching the sea from the very peak, screaming all the way to the bottom. Once at the base of the hill, she turned sharply and slowly eased into a languid circle, cruising as close to the sea as she could without climbing onto the pavement, passing by various residences of different architectural styles on their other side. An odd history sprawled out before them, with ancient abodes built during the Raj scattered amongst shabby new-builds and gleaming towers of glass and steel. A saga of the various commercial forces that had come and gone to rule the port city, hurled into a cauldron of precipitation and saltwater.

All the while, Billu’s grip on Esha never eased once, her strong arms securely wrapped around Esha’s torso, Billu’s own chest pressed fully into Esha’s back. It was a tight fit in all the best ways, the seat just barely accommodating them both and leaving Esha aware just how much of their bodies were in contact, hot even under damp cloth and sea breezes. She desperately wished she could turn her head and look at Billu whenever she yelped at a particularly close shave with another vehicle, or an unexpected wave scattering droplets for them to rush through. How cute did she look when she was nervous, or maybe even a little scared through the thrill, Esha wondered.

Peripheral vision was somewhat limited through the visor even if it would have been a good idea to take her eyes off the road, however, and so Esha just pressed on, enjoying the deactivated traffic lights and few vehicles on the roads that resulted from jams and floods elsewhere in the city. Within her little seaside jaunt, it almost felt like they’d been transported thirty years into the past, to a time when Mumbai was more vacant, more carefree, more … romantic.

“Esha ma’am!”

Over the roar of the engine and slipstream filling her ears, Esha heard Billu frantically trying to get her attention.

“Ha?”

“Where are you taking me!”

Esha laughed. She couldn’t not laugh, not when cool, collected, almost suave Billu—even if rather brusquely suave, admittedly—sounded so very out of her element and at her mercy. Hopefully, that playful lilt in Billu’s question was intentional and not something Esha was imagining to make herself feel better about the ordeal she was putting Billu through.

“Seaside!” Esha answered. “Sandwich shop.”

“Sandwich shop?”

Another wave blasted at them, drawing a yelp from Billu and sparing Esha the need to answer. She redirected her attention towards navigation and kicked up the speed a notch.

Sometimes, street food didn’t quite cut it. While you could acquire a remarkably-standardized chutney sandwich from most street corners in Mumbai that saw a decent amount of foot traffic, sometimes you just needed a place to sit down and hide your head from the downpour, even if you didn’t necessarily need or want much more than that. Seaside sandwich shops with plastic chairs, rickety tables, and wide-open windows through which one could enjoy a nice view of the waves while getting drenched during particularly gusty showers were something of a fixture of the coastline, serving grilled sandwiches stuffed with spices and cheese and mashed potato and raw vegetables, with too-peppery fries and a certain watered-down, too-salty brand of ketchup from squeeze bottles that you just couldn’t find anywhere else. No matter where in the world she was, during rainy days Esha found herself craving that very specific mix of flavors, cheap and priceless in equal measure, that no gourmet feast could ever quite rival. The shop that Esha was beelining for was almost a monument to the city’s history itself, given that it had been a well-established family business when her parents had frequented it in their youth.

As luck would have it, the shop wasn’t quite as packed as it usually got during the actual monsoon season. Esha slowed down and guided the motorcycle into a parking space across the street from the establishment. She took her time easing in, killing the engine, slowly lowering the side-stand, cognizant of how Billu’s grasp on her was just as tight at a dead stop as it had been when they’d shot downhill. They remained on the bike for a few moments before disembarking.

“You know, Esha ma’am,” Billu began slyly, tearing herself away from Esha, “you’re not worried about pneumonia now?”

Arching her eyebrow, Esha took off her helmet and glanced up at a smirking Billu. Droplets of water decorated Billu’s neck, prettier than any gemstones, and Esha suppressed the urge to dry them off in a manner that would have been highly inappropriate.

Instead, she huffed, “I’ll order you another tea!” and grabbed Billu’s wrist, storming past her and dragging her along into the restaurant.

One of the four-seater tables was right beside an open window and thus boasted one end and two seats that were completely soaked, collecting little pools of rainwater in their various divots.

“Perfect,” Esha purred, sliding into one of the dry seats farther from the window.

Incredibly amused, Billu carefully repositioned the remaining dry seat, from initially opposite Esha to the head of the table, before sitting down herself. Appreciating that Billu likely had reasons to do this other than increasing her distance from the window in case an errant squall spritzed them generously with the outside drizzle, Esha scooched her own chair a few inches closer to Billu’s.

Observing Billu outside of their familiar context was rewarding in ways Esha hadn’t even expected. It was heartening—cute, even—how this confident, brash, and supremely assertive woman was oddly shy outside of her comfort zone. Billu was cycling through various positions to awkwardly place her hands in and determinedly averting her gaze, even as she reciprocally scooched closer in response to Esha. Esha couldn’t help but recall the ways in which Billu rather unhesitatingly touched and caressed her during lessons, or how proximate their bodies had been not minutes ago on the motorcycle. It made Billu’s atypical reticence all the more terribly endearing, given how intimately familiar they were with each other by now and how much more intimately familiar Esha wished they could openly be. Lost in these thoughts, Esha almost missed it when Billu reached up to undo her own bun.

“Oh, you can leave it up—we have to go back on the bike, na?” Esha reminded her.

“Haan, lekin …”

With a lurch, Esha suddenly realized that Billu’s discomfort was likely not entirely shyness. They’d both changed before heading out, Esha into a pair of skinny jeans and a white tee so that she wouldn’t have to worry about flowy garments getting caught in anything, while she’d insisted that Billu ought to change into something drier and hang up her damp clothes at the flat while they were out. Neither Esha nor her mother had anything in Billu’s size, however—and Anu likely wouldn’t have taken kindly to her clothes being lent out regardless—but there was a small stash of her father’s clothes, some of which did fit Billu.

Now, as she watched Billu tug at the half-sleeves of the salmon button-down she wore, or shift uncomfortably in black denim slacks, Esha wondered if Billu’s reluctance to change had been more than politely performative.

“I can do your hair up again when we have to leave,” Esha offered to Billu in a softer voice, which drew a small smile from her.

“I like your styling, Esha ma’am,” Billu hastily reassured her. “Just must look strange like this, no?”

Esha blinked. “I think you look very dashing.”

Realization that this was the first time she’d ever complimented Billu’s appearance out loud struck Esha a moment too late. Blushing furiously, she forced herself to not avert her own gaze, worried that such an action might undermine the sincerity of her words. She clenched her teeth behind pursed lips and did her best to endure the furious hammering of her heart.

For her part, Billu seemed stunned by this admission. “Acchha?”

“You’re a very beautiful woman,” Esha continued in a voice barely above a whisper, resolving to sleep in her grave now that she’d made it. “The hair and the outfit—they, um, really suit you. You’re pretty and handsome all at once.”

Wide, crooked and with a hint of her familiar smirk—the smile that slowly spread across Billu’s face only worsened Esha’s predicament. It turned out that Billu’s dashing beauty was only enhanced the more cocksure she looked, which only set Esha’s thundering heart beating even faster.

“I think only Esha ma’am has ever called me handsome,” Billu chuckled, leaning forward and placing her elbows on the table. She seemed to have finally found a natural use for her hands: resting her head on them while she tilted her head to the side and actually winked.

“It’s just true,” Esha hotly countered, defensive.

“Thank you, Esha ma’am.” Billu’s expression turned serious. “Aap kitni khoobsurat ho, keh bhi nahi sakte.”

That she only caught every other word was immaterial. Esha did not think that she was too beautiful for words, but knowing that Billu did nearly made her heart explode. Briefly she considered feigning ignorance, but Billu could see she’d understood by how she was simply melting. ‘Khoobsurat’ was a word she’d heard often in her music, but somehow had never expected to hear it directed at her by someone who really seemed to mean it.

“Coffee?” was all Esha could weakly muster, standing up to head to the counter and place an order.

“Esha ma’am said chai earlier,” Billu laughed. “For the health?”

“Right. Pneumonia.” Esha nodded a little too furiously, then quickly walked away.

On her return, Esha made sure to pick something more innocuous to discuss, since she didn’t think she could revisit the topic of what Billu thought of her without combusting. She made sure to begin speaking before sitting down, safeguarding herself against Billu saying anything on the subject unprompted.

“So you’ve met my friends!”

Unsure of what to say, Billu furrowed her brows. “Friends, Esha ma’am?”

“My backup dancers,” Esha explained.

“Right.” Billu nodded politely. “Already know Dolly, obviously.”

“She never actually told me how you two met.” Esha remembered. “Commercial?”

“Haan, commercial,” Billu confirmed. “Mostly what I do during off-season, without wedding choreo. Films are not that simple to break into, sadly.”

“You have to see them less frequently?”

“Twice a week, so less for backup.” Billu agreed. “Not to worry, Esha ma’am, they’re doing fine.”

“How’s Pallavi?” Esha snickered.

The deliberately diplomatic look Billu acquired upon being asked this was one Esha was quite familiar with.

“Surprisingly filmi,” Billu hedged.

“You mean in the dramatic sense.”

“More so than Dolly.”

“How come you call her Dolly?” demanded Esha, unable to keep the annoyance of her voice.

“Met her as coworkers first, Esha ma’am.”

“Well, we’re friends now.”

“Haan, Esha ma’am.”

“So just call me Esha na!”

“Okay, Esha ma’am.”

“You do it to annoy me, don’t you?”

A twinkle of mischief flashed in Billu’s eye that Esha just about managed to catch.

“Of course not, Esha ma’am.”

Clicking her tongue, Esha could only shake her head in disappointment, struggling to level a withering look at Billu’s feigned innocence but failing in the endeavor, due to her inability to suppress a grin. She elected to effect a halfhearted slap at Billu’s shoulder in an attempt to indicate displeasure, hardly making an impact and allowing her fingers to rest on Billu’s sinewy, corded, truly sturdy frame for longer than was strictly necessary.

“How did you get started in dance?”

What seemed like a natural question to Esha, even if it had been prompted more by meditations on the state of Billu’s body rather than a genuine curiosity about her history, appeared to put Billu on edge again. Her shoulders tensed and she absentmindedly reached for her bun once more, a move that she passed off as simply scratching the back of her head. Esha was about to apologize and change the topic when Billu cleared her throat.

“Jab main chota, I mean, sorry, choti …” Billu trailed off and shook her head slightly, gathering her composure. “Dancing … was the only way I could express myself as a … child, Esha ma’am.”

Unsure of what exactly Billu meant, but realizing that it was a difficult topic for her to broach, Esha nodded.

“It was fine when I was doing the bits of both,” continued Billu, drumming her fingers on the table and staring determinedly at her own knuckles. “Lekin … I never pictured myself as the hero, Esha ma’am, you know? Always the heroine, but that was a problem. That was not allowed.”

Everything clicked. Billu’s discomfort, with the clothes, the hair, the way she spoke about her childhood with the expression of one pulling a knife out of her body. Immediately, Esha seized Billu’s hand and apologized.

“I’m sorry,” she earnestly stated.

“Esha, no need to —”

“You should have said something,” Esha pressed. “I didn’t realize, I wouldn’t have made you—oh no, what I said earlier, why did I—”

“Esha ma’am, it’s okay,” Billu interrupted, rotating her wrist so she could grasp Esha’s hand back and give it a squeeze. “I’m really enjoying, promise. I wanted to come, I wanted to spend time, I wanted to tell you about … everything.”

“You don’t have to,” Esha promised.

“I want to,” Billu insisted, squeezing Esha’s hand again. “I want you to know me.”

In that moment, with Billu holding her hand and looking into her eyes and saying something that set Esha afire so plainly and solemnly, Esha knew that it was true for her, too. She wanted Billu to know her.

“You know,” she began, stumbling over the words at first but plunging ahead regardless, “I never—I don’t really like picturing a hero either.”

“Acchha?”

There was not much surprise in Billu’s voice.

“No. I’ve always seen … It would be nice if they were both heroines, na?” Esha smiled. “Two of them, both pretty, both happy, just twirling around each other, singing to each other.”

“Haan,” Billu agreed fervently. “Really nice.”

At that precise moment, an attendant called out from the counter that their order was ready. Esha and Billu, both struggling to suppress the tears in their eyes, became cognizant of exactly where they were and what they were doing. Inhaling sharply, they both quickly let go of each other and withdrew their arms. Billu offered to go get the food in an inaudible murmur and stood up before Esha could argue.

How strange it was to see Billu return, knowing that she’d be the one to change the topic this time, while Esha ironically wanted nothing more than to hear Billu wax poetic about her and reciprocate the sentiment. She felt almost foolish at having demurred, given how little opportunity she’d have to hear such things in a public space—or even at all, considering how little time …

“What about you, Esha ma’am?”

“Hm?” Esha pulled back from the cliff’s edge of despair to refocus her thoughts on the warmly smiling woman in front of her, accepting the plate she was offering.

“Aap kya karti hain? Dolly told me you did art.”

“Oh, ha, I did.” Absentmindedly, Esha picked up a piece of sandwich without taking a bite. “Used to, anyway, in uni.”

“You’ve stopped?”

“I mean, sort of?” Esha shrugged. “I’ll always be an artist at heart, I think, but lately I’ve just … not been inspired, you know? Haven’t really wanted to draw or paint anything. I can’t even think of anything I might want to capture, bit preoccupied with … well, you know.”

“Haan.”

A short silence followed, after which Esha dared to ask a question that had been on her mind for some time.

“Have you met him?”

“No, I don’t do boy’s choreo,” Billu smirked, reminding Esha how thoroughly India was segregated by gender in all matters.

“Oh. Good.”

For some reason, Esha couldn’t really bear the idea of Billu being in the same room as her groom-to-be. These were parts of her life she wanted completely separate. Even if it didn’t make much sense, she just couldn’t bear the thought of her Billu being tainted by that man’s presence.

“Well, not good,” Esha finally hedged. “Don’t want you to have less business on my account.”

“Not to worry about that, ma’am, season keeps me busy,” Billu chuckled. “Was actually completely booked, but was convinced to take on Inu ma’am as well.”

“Oh.”

“Decided to accept, since—friend of Dolly’s, you know?”

“Hmm.”

What, exactly, did Esha think she was doing? Taking a woman around on the back of a motorcycle in the rain, bringing her to an old haunt, and confessing—confessing what, exactly?

“My dearest Esha,” the voice began, faint and distant in the back of her mind, but stubbornly present nonetheless, reminding her how no one—not her, not Madhu, not Inu—was immune from the fate that came for them all, no matter who they pictured dancing together in Bollywood movies as girls.

“Maybe Esha ma’am could show me a painting?”

In that way that was becoming signature to her, Billu once again cut through the miasma of Esha’s clouded thoughts and roused her.

“You … want to see one of my paintings?”

“Of course, Esha ma’am,” Billu beamed. “You’ve seen my art, no? You should also get to show off yours.”

“You don’t even know if it’s any good!” Esha pointed out, brightening slightly.

“I do know,” Billu corrected her.

“Wait—how?” Esha was confused. “Did Dolly already send you some of my portfolio?”

Did Billu ask Esha’s friends about her in Esha’s absence? Was Esha on Billu’s mind a lot?

“Because it’s you, Esha ma’am,” Billu elaborated as if it was obvious. “I know you’ll only make something beautiful.”

“You’re just saying that.”

“It’s true, ma’am.”

Even on the very cusp of despondency, there was something about Billu that made her able to always say the exact thing Esha needed to hear to feel better. Maybe the wisest thing to do was to realize that it didn’t matter what she thought she was doing and to simply do it. Circumstances and the whole city had conspired to let her have this wonderful, beautiful, insightful, charming and delightful woman for as much of an entire scenic day as she could monopolize. Esha decided to simply keep doing what she was doing, and worry about the rest later.

She finally bit into her sandwich, savoring the familiar flavors that she’d missed for so long. Under the table, she reached for Billu’s hand and grasped it firmly.

—

It had not been enough time.

Not that any amount of time would have been enough. To Esha’s credit, she made as much of the remaining hours as she possibly could, dragging Billu to and fro without a moment’s respite. They went to the nearby beach, saturated their feet in mud, pebbles and sea form, then a paved seaside walk that was entirely devoid of others, holding hands up and down its length and occasionally screaming when a wave rose up above the buffer rocks and engulfed them. They stopped for paani puri and spicy bhel and roasted corn on the cob, eating together despite being full, as if they had to cram in as many meals together as they could on this rainy day.

After all, who knew if they’d have another?

When the evening’s light had faded and Billu finally checked her phone to announce that her train was available, it was in a tone of mourning. Esha almost protested, almost refused to take her there herself, almost challenged Billu to be the one who had to undertake the arduous task of tearing herself away from Esha and leaving—if she even could fathom doing so. She did not voice any of these impulses, though she suspected that Billu saw them written clear upon her face regardless, and likely understood them too.

Somehow, it was worse. Dropping her off to catch the train always dampened Esha’s mood, but today of all days, it was agonizing. Every second that ticked by on the motorcycle, bearing them towards their inevitable separation, Billu seemed to clutch at Esha harder and harder. Esha wondered if Billu’s vice grip was why she couldn’t breathe, or whether it was the massive lump in her throat, the way her airways seemed to be flooding with choked-down tears.

On arrival, Esha stopped them as close as she could bear. She was struggling with whether she ought to drive off as soon as Billu disembarked, unsure if she could watch her disappear into the throng this time.

“Esha ma’am?”

“You can pick up your clothes when you come next time, I’ll keep them ready for you.”

Stiff and emotionless, it really was all Esha could bring herself to say. If she said anything else, she probably couldn’t trust herself to not say too much.

“Not that, Esha ma’am.”

Billu was understanding, but persistent. Gripping the handlebar so hard it hurt, Esha finally looked at Billu, standing beside her on the footpath and holding her phone out.

“I’ve sent you my personal playlist of songs, Esha,” Billu said.

“Oh …”

“Will you listen?”

“All the time.”

Satisfied, Billu went on her way. Esha watched her go. She was grateful that Billu had the courage to say something akin to what Esha wished she could, but also had the perspicacity to not say it blatantly, while knowing that they both wanted to say it.

When she lost sight of Billu, Esha broke down sobbing.

—

At home, showered and changed, Esha walked to an untouched suitcase and unzipped it for the first time since her return. She didn’t rummage around in it for long, emerging with a sketchpad and a set of pencils before shutting and leaving it where it lay. So armed, Esha settled down at her desk and opened up an image search on her monitor.

While Esha couldn’t claim familiarity with the vast swathe of Hindu mythology that existed, she did recall a particular legend, one about a goddess who in her bloodthirst and rampaging nearly danced the world to death. She was usually depicted in an iconic pose, stepping on a man’s corpse while holding his severed head aloft. Esha believed there was more to the story there, both historically and theologically, but as far as she was concerned, a woman who could upend the entire world through dance was exactly what she wanted to capture. Finding a suitable image, Esha picked up a pencil and got to work.

An indeterminate amount of time passed, with Esha completely absorbed in her task and insensate to her surroundings before she was interrupted by the doorbell. Jarred out of her reverie, Esha put her pencil down and noted how late the hour was. A fevered, deluded part of her wondered if Billu had turned around halfway through her journey, deciding that she simply had to spend more time with Esha. Even knowing how absurd that possibility was, Esha couldn’t help but feel disappointed when she answered and saw Dolly instead.

“Wow, never seen you make such a sour face at me,” Dolly commented at Esha’s crestfallen expression. “Trash mood, kya?”

“No, of course not, who else could it be?” Esha responded, irritated and agitated. “Chalo, come.”

Unusually, Dolly wasn’t her chatty self either. She headed directly for Esha’s bedroom and settled down on the foot of the bed, chewing her lip and appraising Esha with eyes that darted about frequently.

“Something happened?” Esha asked bluntly.

“Inu.”

Dolly whispered the name with the same kind of fervent urgency that Esha imagined she’d say Billu’s name with if prompted.

“What about Inu?” Esha asked anyway.

Dolly gave her a look that made it obvious she wanted them to drop the pretenses.

“Dolly, kya kare?” Esha sighed, her shoulders drooping.

“That’s it?” Dolly placed a hand on her chest, pained. “Just kya kare, shrug and move on?”

“Better idea hain?”

“No,” Dolly admitted miserably.

“Have you … said anything?”

Looking down at Esha’s pointed question, Dolly remained mute.

“Well, good,” Esha mumbled.

“Good?”

Esha hadn’t expected Dolly to look up with such a defiant glare.

“What else?” Esha was beginning to lose whatever of her patience for the topic remained. “What will happen if you open your mouth? Where will it lead? What would be the point?”

Esha hadn’t meant to raise her voice as much as she had.

“Wow, amazing na!” Dolly shouted back. “Didn’t realize that’s what you thought, yaar. All your romance talk but this what you actually think—ladki ke saath mazze kar lo, when you’re done with the fun go settle down.”

“Don’t you dare!” cried Esha. “You said that in as many words on the day I came back, you don’t get to say that!”

“Because I knew,” Dolly spat, slamming her palms on the bed and standing up. “I know what you’re like, Esha.”

The accusation in Dolly’s streaming eyes was more than Esha could handle. She took a step back and turned away.

“Haan, muh pher lo,” Dolly cackled. “I know very well what your back looks like by now, Esha dear.”

“Why did you send me Billu?” Esha’s voice was low.

“Because I’m an idiot,” Dolly snarled, already storming off. “I thought you would find some comfort, but I should have remembered how little you care about people like us.”

Statuesque, Esha didn’t even flinch when Dolly slammed her door shut with enough force that she could feel it. There just wasn’t anything left in her that night, no emotions, no reactions. Stone-faced and wordless, Esha crawled into bed and pulled on her headphones, putting Billu’s playlist on.
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Dolly’s visits to Esha ceased entirely, and Esha ignored it.

Pallavi and Inu certainly noticed that they weren’t meeting up like they used to, even if Esha and Dolly occasionally caught up with them, always separately. Esha used how busy the wedding was keeping her as an excuse and understood that Dolly had cited a new project—a friend’s short film or the like—as a similar one. If Pallavi or Inu suspected that Dolly and Esha weren’t speaking, neither pried about it or brought it up.

After all, they only had so much time left before they’d all be truly scattered to the winds.

The other thing Esha was steadfastly ignoring was how much time she had left with Billu. When the month of Esha’s wedding arrived, neither of them commented on it. They didn’t think about how each session just meant one less session in the finite number left, how a day was rapidly approaching where they’d meet and dance and laugh and eat street food together for the last time. It was so easy sometimes to look into Billu’s bright eyes and forget about the life awaiting Esha at the end of the month, about having to go wherever her husband went, about Esha and Billu’s lives diverging down different tracks. It was much harder when she didn’t have those eyes to look into, when she cried herself to sleep at night and dreamt of crowds at a railway station, of being jostled and pushed as she ran around, looking, looking, always looking for a hint of warm, black, magnetic eyes and never finding.

“Tell me your favorite love song,” Esha said one day, halfway through their session.

Billu put a hand on her chin, brows furrowing. She’d been clapping to the beat absentmindedly as the music played, as a way to help Esha acclimate her routine to just the musical cues, but she really needn’t have bothered. In all honesty, Esha had the routine down pat, and based on what Billu had told Esha, her backup dancers were pretty much there as well. Esha could have told her mother that she didn’t need any more sessions with Billu over a week ago. She had no intention of doing such a thing.

“Favorite …” Billu cocked her head, thinking. “To dance to, or not dance to?”

“Both?” Esha stepped closer to Billu, wringing her hands.

She wasn’t sure why, but the question felt very important to her all of a sudden.

Billu picked up her phone from the speaker dock it was in and thumbed through her collection. She showed Esha the first song, allowing her to read the title.

“This is …” Esha was confused. “This is my favorite, Billu. My parents used to—it’s a bit old, isn’t it?”

“Haan,” Billu confirmed. “It’s about the heart being stolen. Literal translation is a bit different, but you have to think of the actual meaning, the sentiment.”

“Okay.” Esha felt stunned and heartened all at once, like Billu had confirmed something she’d always known. “Why this one?”

Billu pulled the lyrics up. “Very classic romance, ma’am. Very poetic. ‘You are the heavens and I am the rain’, ‘I’ll steal your heart in one look, before you know it I will make you mine’ … Hits all the classics, na?”

She wasn’t even looking at the actual lyrics anymore, had simply rattled off the translations from memory. Billu continued speaking, enraptured, passionate, expressing something deeply-felt and sincere.

“Translation doesn’t really do it justice, Esha,” Billu went on. “English is a fine language, lekin some things just can’t be expressed in English. I try to translate jaan-e-jaana, and the computer says ‘darling’. Darling! Fine, meaning water down ho gaya hain, nowadays anyone calls anyone jaan-e-jaana, even just girlfriend of two weeks. But it means so much more than just ‘darling’, Esha. Jaan means life or means soul or … existence. You say jaan to say someone is your life, your reason to be, and it doesn’t stop there, because you can say more. Mann means mind, so jaan-e-mann means my life, my mind, the one I am always thinking of because there’s no one else. Jaan-e-jaana then, that means life beyond life. My life now, and my life in the next life. My lifetimes, as many as they may be, are for you.”

Billu suddenly realized how close Esha was. Esha was looking up at Billu with brimming eyes, her hands clasped over her breast, nodding along as she stared intently at Billu’s lips.

“Haan,” Esha whispered.

“Um, s-surprisingly popular at weddings,” Billu stuttered, blushing and quickly looking down at the screen. “Rarer now, though. Very old song. Only people with taste really ask for it.”

“And the other song? The not-dancing song?”

Billu peered very closely at her phone, partly to search for the song and partly because looking into Esha’s eyes was becoming difficult.

“This one.” Billu said this in hushed tones, showing the song to Esha like she was revealing a deeply-held secret.

The song’s title was a single word, one that Esha did not understand.

“Literally, the name means ‘seven colors’,” Billu began. “But the poetic and actual meaning is—”

“Rainbow.” Esha finished the sentence for Billu.

Billu nodded; she and Esha were looking at each other again. “‘My Rainbow’, I would say for translation.”

“Why don’t you want to dance to it?”

“I mostly do feel-good songs for weddings now, Esha.” Billu pulled up the lyrics to the song again. “The words in this one … lots of imagery. It’s very, how do you say … Abstract. Much more poetic, very intense. The song is about doomed love and death and love both together.”

Esha took the phone from Billu. She placed it on the speaker dock and hit play.

The music filled the room as Esha walked back to a stunned Billu. She took one of Billu’s hands in hers, putting the other around Billu’s waist, locking their eyes. Esha moved and Billu moved with her. She stepped forward and Billu stepped back. She turned and Billu turned with her. They moved in harmony, in perfect sync, swaying in the wind, flowing in the stream, dancing upon the notes and the words of the eerie, haunting song.

“… You comprise the seven colors of my vision …”

They were no longer in a room. They were in a desert, buffeted by a gale that threatened to sweep them away like kites in a tornado. The scorching sun seared through their bodies, suffusing them with its heat as their feet slid into the burning sands. Both were now dressed all in black, with Esha cloaked in enough fabric to billow about her like water, while Billu sported a sherwani inlaid with gold thread close to her neck. Black hair snarled and tangled around brown, so close were their faces, their noses nearly touching, their breathing labored.

“… More precious than any gem …”

Esha dipped Billu low. Billu’s hair was a waterfall, the only oasis in this desert. Esha’s face hovered right above Billu’s chest, while Billu’s chest rose to meet her, almost reaching but never quite. Esha inhaled and Billu’s breast expanded; it fell as Esha breathed out. They were so close. They had never been farther apart.

“… there is no extinguishing this flame …”

Fire rippled up across and around them, erupting forth from their hearts. The fires spread, consuming them, consuming the sands around them, crackling, roaring, threatening to engulf even the sun and the heavens.

“… you are all that remains amongst the ashes …”

Esha clasped Billu to her heart as they straightened up, trying to lose herself in the other woman. She breathed Billu in, almost resenting that she could still tell where she ended and Billu began. She wanted Billu to stop moving when she stepped forward. She wanted to know what it would be like to diffuse, to meld, to dissolve into Billu.

“… I will remain forever in your arms, even to the end …”

The air she breathed was Billu. The sensations on her skin, the emotions in her breast, the thoughts that ran through her mind, the sounds filling her ears, every detail her eyes focused on–Billu, Billu, Billu. It was all Billu. There was nothing and no one else.

“… lay my head in your lap and I will fade away with a smile …”

The song faded into silence. Esha and Billu stood there, their fingers entwined, Esha’s face in Billu’s chest, Billu’s hair draped over Esha’s head as Billu looked down, her lips an inch from Esha. Their breaths were deep and ragged. Their muscles were sore. They were weak, they were faint. They wanted to collapse into each other.

“I want you to translate the song for me,” Esha said after time had passed - how much time, neither of them knew. “You do good translations.”

“Okay, Esha.”

“When will you do it?”

“Some time later. Good translation takes thinking.”

Esha looked up. Her eyes were dry. Her throat was parched. She wanted to say something to Billu very, very badly.

Instead she said, “I think you have to go.”

—

Esha had packed sandwiches for Billu in a tin, handing it over to be tucked into Billu’s bag. She’d started doing this recently, telling Billu to return the tin “next time”. It made her feel just a tiny bit more secure about there being a next time.

They had left earlier than usual, but likely would still barely arrive at the station on time. It was pouring again, and the fine infrastructure of the city remained unable to handle the rains that were a yearly occurrence, even if their frequency and timing was getting less predictable. The gutters were overflowing, the streets were streams and the traffic was jam-packed. The car crawled at a snail’s pace as Esha and Billu sat in the back, quiet and moody, recalling the last rainy day they’d shared that had lasted so much, much longer than this one.

“How did you start giving private classes?” Esha asked, breaking the long silence.

Billu tapped her chin. “It just made economic sense, Esha ma’am.”

“Ma’am.” Esha looked away so suddenly that Billu nearly reached out to pull her back.

“Made the most sense, Esha,” Billu said quickly. She continued when Esha looked back at her. “Wedding season is huge down here, all the rich women pay handsomely. Sure, have to run around a lot, live in a hostel, save and scrimp, but it’s good money. Can think about something more permanent later, when I have enough.”

“What are you saving for?”

“Kya maalum?” Billu shrugged. “The dance school business isn’t so lucrative anymore. Movie choreo is hard to break into. Honestly, this wedding choreo thing is the best work I’ve had. Very backbreaking, though.”

“Have you ever thought of going abroad?”

“Oh?”

“Haan … NRI communities like this kind of thing too. You could always work towards a performing arts degree or teaching position somewhere more prestigious, where it pays well. You have a lot of talent, Billu.”

“Thanks, Esha. Have thought about it once or twice, haan. Have some family abroad who think I’ll have to, sooner or later.”

“How come?” Esha wasn’t sure why this admission from Billu made her feel better, but it did.

“So I can have my own shaadi, someday. Anyone I want to marry, I can’t marry here.”

They had arrived at the station. Billu left Esha with a last smile before hopping out of the car. She closed the door on a quietly despondent Esha, who knew only too well what Billu meant.

—

“What are you getting all fancy-dressed up for?” Anu demanded.

“Dress rehearsal?” Esha replied. “With Billu?”

It wasn’t even that fancy, Esha thought. She’d put on a dupatta–Billu was going to show her how to tie it so it’d be secure while she danced–and a little bit of jewelry to get used to the feeling of dancing with it on. They were two weeks away from the beginning of the wedding events now, a fact that was getting harder and harder to ignore, especially since Anu was in the house so much more, coordinating about a million things via phone while yelling at Esha to try on sarees or gold bangles or different hairstyles. It had fully encroached into Esha’s everyday existence and Billu was her only gasp of air in the middle of her head disappearing under the surface.

“Billu’s not coming.” Anu sounded irritated.

Esha gawped. “She comes at eleven,” Esha insisted. “Always.”

“I squared off with her, Esha bittu,” Anu sighed in a voice that made it clear she thought Esha was being slow. “Routine was perfect when you two showed me. Besides, you’re not an actress, bittu, is okay if the performance is thoda rough.”

“But …” Esha sat down suddenly. “I need to … I need …”

“You need to finalize your pardah today, and we’re driving out to pick out the right henna for the mehndi ceremony.” Anu cut her off, not that Esha was at any risk of finishing that sentence.

The tears fell. Esha couldn’t stop them.

She was looking down at the floor, trying not to sob, or at least trying to make her sobbing not obvious, when suddenly she felt arms around her. Anu was shushing and cooing and stroking her hair and for the first time since landing, Esha let her reticence around her mother go and wept openly in her arms.

“Bittu, I know.” Anu spoke softly, in the kindest voice Esha had ever heard her muster. “I know what’s wrong.”

“You do?” Esha sniffed.

“Of course, bittu. I was so nervous before my wedding, too.” Anu leaned back from the embrace, holding Esha’s shoulders. “It was scary, marrying your papa. We’d never spoken, never met, never shared a meal together …”

Esha nearly broke down again.

“But it was all worth it, wasn’t it bittu?” Anu smiled. “Look, I got you.”

“… Yes, mummy.”

Anu wiped away Esha’s tears. “I’m going to go get ready. You splash some water on the face and put on shoes, wait at the lift. Okay?”

Esha nodded.

“Esha.” Anu’s face was soft but unspeakably stern at once, adopting that signature attitude that elders cultivate to tell youngsters to accept bitter truths. “You’re a woman now, Esha. Eventually, we all have to stop being girls with dreams in our eyes and get to the business of women. We uphold traditions, make homes, raise families, and hope that our daughters will have it slightly easier than we did.”

Esha did not trust herself to speak. Taking her silence as acquiescence, Anu stood up and headed to her room. Esha silently watched her go.

As soon as the door was closed, Esha sprinted out of her chair and ran out of the flat.

—

Dolly opened her door, shocked and alarmed. She saw that it was Esha, face tear-streaked, who had been hammering on it relentlessly with her fist.

“I need to see her,” Esha choked out through the lump in her throat.

“Kya?!” Dolly greeted Esha with a severe look. 

“I need to see her!” Esha repeated, loud enough to knock Dolly back a step. “I have to!”

Understanding the condition Esha was in, Dolly ushered her in and closed the door behind her. “What’s wrong, yaar?”

“She won’t let me see Billu.” Esha was pacing up and down the corridor. She whirled around suddenly, startling Dolly. “I need to see her, Dolly. I have to. I have to!”

“Esha, why do you–”

“Dolly, I need to see her!” Esha sank to her knees, a strangled cry of agony escaping her lips. “Dolly, please!”

Dolly jumped down with her, enfolding Esha in her arms. Esha hugged Dolly back tightly, resting her head on Dolly’s shoulder. Cradling her distraught friend, Dolly sighed heavily.

“You said it, Esha.” Dolly bitterly reminded her. “What good will it do?”

“Dolly, don’t say that!”

“I have to say it, Esha. The way you had to. Tell me what good it will do.”

“I’ll see her again,” Esha wailed. “I didn’t get to … I didn’t … Dolly, I can’t have seen her for the last time. You have to tell me where she is, Dolly, I … I …”

Esha had grabbed hold of the neckline of Dolly’s shirt, clutching it desperately as she looked into her friend’s eyes, begging, pleading with her expression. “I love her, Dolly. I love her.”

Dolly closed her eyes as her own tears began to fall. “Fuck, yaar …”

“You know where she is now, don’t you?” Esha didn’t sound convinced. “You have to know, Dolly, please. I need you to know. Please, take me to her, Dolly.”

Dolly held Esha tight again, for a moment. “Chalo, I’ll take you.”

—

There was an empty space on the second floor of the studio building with doors on every side that opened wide, well-lit and well-ventilated. Billu had a setting with an old friend from school, who let her use the space on some days in exchange for coming in to help with ad and film choreo every now and then. It was a decent space for holding group sessions, centrally located in the city and relatively accessible by public transport.

Dolly and Esha had rushed to get a taxi, jumped into a train, ran out to hail an auto-rickshaw, and finally walked up two flights of stairs. Dolly kept reassuring Esha they’d definitely find Billu here, but it wasn’t like Dolly knew every detail of Billu’s movements. It was just her best guess. If Billu had clients to see elsewhere, if her group had canceled on her, if something had come up—Dolly didn’t voice these doubts to her desperate friend. She had texted Billu earlier on Esha’s behalf since Esha had fled without her phone, but Billu had a habit of not checking her texts while she worked and traveled between appointments in a rush. Dolly hadn’t received a response.

So when they heard the music and the sound of many feet sliding across the floor, Esha’s face lit up. She rushed ahead, eager to make sure she’d tracked Billu down. Hesitating, Dolly ultimately hung back, deciding to settle down on the stairs and wait for Esha to do what she needed to do.

Esha ran as fast as her legs would carry her. She stopped right at the threshold of the door, having to grab the frame to prevent herself from falling over. Panting heavily, she looked around the room, ignoring the group of dancing women in the center, seeking, searching …

Billu. Smiling, a strange melancholy behind her eyes that Esha had never seen there before. Nodding, shouting words of encouragement, clapping occasionally.

Their gazes met. Billu’s eyes widened as she saw who it was.

“Esha,” Billu said, cutting herself off and dropping her previous sentence without finishing it.

“Billu!”

The group kept dancing, though they shot glances in Esha’s direction. Billu held up two fingers at Esha and mouthed something. Esha nodded, leaning against the doorframe as she waited.

Billu finished up her session. She exchanged a few words with her students, nodding and smiling, definitely rushing and eager to end the conversations with them. Eventually, they all filed past Esha. Billu remained in the room, with just her mats and her speakers and her phone, clearing them up alone.

Esha joined her, rolling up another mat. Things almost seemed normal, for a moment, like Esha hadn’t madly dashed across half a city on a half-formed hope, just to catch even a glimpse of Billu.

“Have a little time?” Esha asked, smiling.

“Always for you, Esha.”

Billu accepted the mats Esha handed her as they both stood up. She put them away quickly and turned around, giving Esha her undivided attention. In doing so, she saw Esha’s bloodshot eyes, her cheeks, her flushed face.

“Everything okay, Esha?” Billu’s hand was on Esha’s cheek, her voice thick with emotion.

“I missed you,” Esha replied.

“Oh.” Billu smiled and the sadness behind her eyes seemed to lift for a moment. “I missed seeing you too, Esha.”

Esha’s hand was on Billu’s now, keeping it in place so she could savor Billu’s touch. “Billu, I …”

She trailed off. All day, she’d been rushing, sprinting, aching to see Billu. Now that she was here, though, the words she’d wanted to say died in her throat. She couldn’t form them, couldn’t voice them, couldn’t say them. Saying them would mean that she had said the words, that she had come and told Billu what she wanted to tell her.

She didn’t want to tell Billu. She didn’t want this moment to end. She wanted it to last forever, and telling Billu what she wanted to say would cut it short.

So instead, Esha looked into Billu’s eyes and started saying something else first.

“I have a letter,” Esha began.

No confusion or unease crinkled Billu’s brow. Billu just stood there, caressing Esha’s face, the always-late, always-moving woman now content to stand completely still and allow Esha to speak for as long as she needed to.

“It’s from—it doesn’t matter who it’s from. It doesn’t matter anymore. Billu, I need you to understand, I looked at it every time—every time I wasn’t sure, Billu. Look, it’s right here—I don’t have my phone but I kept it right there on purpose, so it was always within reach, so I could always remind myself why I was doing it, why I needed to get married, why it was pointless to do anything else or try or hope for anything else. It said, my dearest Esha—it doesn’t really matter what it said, but I could tell you every word, I read it so many times, believe me I know it by heart, but what I don’t know anymore—Billu, do you know what I’ve forgotten?”

Billu shook her head no.

“I can’t remember her voice.”

Esha didn’t know when she’d started crying again. The tears simply flowed independently, without accompanying sobs or wails, simply streaming down her face while she spoke.

“It was like it was burned into me, I always heard her every time I—even on that day, when—I need you to understand, Billu. I don’t hear her anymore. I can’t remember what her voice sounds like and I thought I’d never forget. Instead it’s just you. I can only hear you, even when I read that blasted letter, I hear it in your voice. I hear everything in your voice, I think of you all the time, I dream of you, I see you everywhere in every woman and every heroine and in everything that’s beautiful because you’re all that’s beautiful to me now, Billu, my life, my next life, my mind, my everything.”

“Esha …”

“I draw you—first it was just one, I think, that day when you told me you wanted to see my art, and there’s only one thing I’ve wanted to capture, only one thing I felt was inspiring, beautiful enough to try and commit to canvas even when I knew I would fail because of course I would fail, how can I capture even a speck of your beauty in motion, Billu? How could I ever do you justice? I wanted to try, though, and I’ve been trying over and over and so now I have a folder full of—Dolly was right about me, Billu, she’s right that I’m a coward and I’ve always been a coward, but I don’t want to be a coward anymore, I want to try. I love you so much, Billu. I love you so much.”

From the way Billu’s fingers pressed into her cheek, the way her eyes began to swim with tears as well, the way her breath hitched and her face contorted into an expression of pure relief and bliss, Esha knew before Billu had said anything.

“Me too, Esha.” Billu confirmed anyway.

Moments cannot last forever. Billu withdrew her hand and Esha’s cheek burned. She stood there, feeling cold as Billu turned around and made to put away what remained of her things.

“Billu, listen, we can—”

“I took your advice, Esha.”

“—huh? My advice?”

Something was wrong. Why was Billu so somber? They had confessed the feelings they knew they’d held for so long, nearly since the moment of their meeting. So why wasn’t Billu jubilant instead of grave, celebrating instead of morosely gathering her possession and slinging her back across a shoulder as though it weighed more than the world? 

Billu turned around. The sadness behind her eyes was back.

“Going to foreign,” she announced.

“You’re—” Esha’s heart sank completely. “Oh. Good, na?”

“Haan. Staying with family for a bit. Have enough saved now, I think. Can try to do something with it.” Billu’s smile was pained.

“Amazing. Where? I can try to—”

“Going alone, Esha ma’am.”

Hearing that felt worse than if she’d been doused with a bucket of ice water. Esha inadvertently stumbled backward, barely catching herself.

“What do you mean?”

Esha’s head was spinning. She couldn’t understand why Billu was acting this way.

“Esha ma’am.” Billu’s fingers clutched at her bag’s single strap, trembling violently as she stared at her own feet. “I’m not a good match for you. For anyone.”

“Kya?” That was the most absurd thing Esha had ever heard. “Billu, that’s complete nonsense. I don’t care about your kundali, I love you, why are you saying—”

“I’m no one, Esha ma’am.” Billu finally met her gaze, showing Esha how agonized she was. “Mera naam—on my papers, Esha ma’am, it’s not Billu.”

“I don’t care about your legal name. I don’t even want to see it or know it.”

“I don’t have a place here, Esha ma’am,” Billu continued, as though she hadn’t heard Esha. “Not in my village of birth, not in this city, not anywhere in this country. I have to leave to be someone, someday, maybe. So I’m going, Esha ma’am.”

“Let me come with you!”

“I can’t.”

“Kyun?!”

“Because I love you too much to let you throw your life away for me, Esha.”

Something within Esha winked out, extinguished forever.

“I can’t give you a good life, Esha ma’am,” Billu whispered. “I can’t give you any kind of life. Maybe if I wasn’t—”

“I’ve only ever wanted you as you are.”

“And I want more for you, Esha. Please understand.”

Please understand.

Esha fell silent. Billu waited for a few minutes before taking her silence as acquiescence.

“It will be okay, Esha ma’am.” Billu’s voice was hollow. “Family says it will be nice there. Good for my health trouble.”

“You have health problems?” Esha found herself asking, despite everything Billu ha+

d said to still her tongue. She took a step towards Billu.

“Haan, Esha.” Billu wiped a tear away. “Dil mera … My heart is in a lot of trouble, Esha. Lot of pain. It can’t be here anymore.”

Whatever that ‘here’ was meant to connote, Esha understood and agreed. “Take care of it for me, Billu.”

Billu began to leave. Even now, even after all the things Billu had said, Esha couldn’t bear to see her go without saying something, anything. She called after Billu before she walked out of her life forever.

“When are you leaving?”

Pointless. What good would it do to know?

“Night of your chautha, I think,” Billu replied. “After-midnight flight.”

They had paused again, looking, longing. Billu was once more the one to turn away where Esha simply couldn’t.

“Shaadi mubarak,” Billu whispered, breaking both of their hearts into dust.

She left.

—

When Esha returned home, having sobbed into Dolly’s chest for the duration of the train ride, she found it blessedly empty, Anu apparently having chosen to keep their appointments without her. Thankful for the brief respite, she slunk into her room and retrieved her phone. She had not expected to find a message from Billu waiting for her.

“Translation,” it read.

“You are the seven colors I see,

Everything beautiful is a reflection of you.

The most precious gems are dull without your luster,

Nothing has value in your absence.

The flames of my heart are eternal and undying,

Yet pale and cold against your brilliance.

I will forever be in your thrall,

My soul aflame eternally in your grasp,

Fleeting against your radiance,

Burning bright and short-lived,

Yet you will remain amongst my ashes,

Everlasting.

Your spark makes you immortal.

Lay my head in your lap for but a moment,

Let me pass away in your presence

And I shall transcend with a smile on my lips.”








  
  
  Chapter Seven: Badhaai Ho

  
  




Anu was happy to see Esha at home, telling her she’d made the requisite decisions by herself, which Esha suspected would have happened irrespective of her presence. Sagely, Anu assured Esha that she did not mind a little runaway spirit and that it was healthy to get it out of the system, as long as the remaining preparations wouldn’t be impacted. Esha assured her they wouldn’t.

She had decided there was no point in fighting the inevitable any longer.

It was funny, in a way, how much faster the time flew by now that Esha wasn’t desperately clinging to every moment. She blinked, sleepwalking through trying out sarees and jewels and makeup and hairstylists and suddenly, the wedding week was upon her. She was checked out as she was driven to the venue in the same car as her mother and Dolly, a lavish hotel with adjoining grounds that were being set up with the altar and the pyre. She smiled an empty smile and laughed a hollow laugh as she shook hands and welcomed relatives and didn’t see a single thing except piercing black eyes whose abyssal depths she had drowned in and a smile that was burned into her very soul.

Dolly, Pallavi and Inu all had rooms bundled with hers in a corner of her floor, giving them a little time and space away from the madness every now and then. Even with her closest friends, however, Esha just couldn’t be present. She vacantly stared out her window in between ceremonies while Dolly tried to make sure she ate, blankly changing out of her day clothes with Dolly’s help at night and sinking into the bed before Dolly pulled her up and put her in the shower. She spaced out as the hot water scalded her and the steam surrounded her and she still felt cold without the fire of a woman she could feel hurtling away from her, never to return, until Dolly knocked on the bathroom door to tell her she’d been in there an hour and needed to go to bed because the next ceremony was bright and early in the morning.

On the third day they finally saw the groom and his father, Faneendra and Laxman. The ceremony was a joint one and so Esha spent the entire morning next to Faneendra, smiling for the cameras, without exchanging a single word. Her friends were discussing him once the ceremony had concluded and they were able to duck into the women’s tent and its canteen, acquiring some untoasted sandwiches and tea.

“Why does he look so … evil?” Dolly had asked about Faneendra, fretting.

“That’s just his handlebar mustache, Dolly. Don’t discriminate.”

Esha hadn’t even noticed it. She wasn’t sure that she could recall his face, no matter how hard she tried. She only saw black hair snarled in untameable curls and booming laughter and a chest that felt so, so warm against her cheek. It was thus a rather welcome surprise when something finally broke through Esha’s never-ending reverie.

“Ishwar, what are you doing? Go to the men’s tent!” Anu’s irritated voice rang out.

Esha looked up and for the first time in two weeks managed to crack a small smile. “Papa!”

Ishwar had just pushed the flap aside, stepping into the tent. He was dressed in a three-piece suit–a simple black blazer, white shirt, and red tie, looking vaguely out of place amidst the colorful finery of all the women dressed in sarees and lehengas. Even at his “only” daughter’s wedding, Ishwar still kept his culture at arm’s length. No doubt Anu had tried to convince him to come in a sherwani like the other men, and failed.

“Anu, I want to speak to my lovely daughter,” Ishwar responded with a sigh, clasping Esha tightly when she ran into his arms. “It won’t be five minutes.”

“When did you get in, Papa?” Esha asked, still pressing herself into her father.

“Only last night, sweetie.”

“Very cute, na, but you’re making her late for the next ritual!” Anu was suddenly there, yanking Esha’s arm. “Ishu, please, go to your tent? Say hi to the boy and his dad? We have to do things a certain way this week, please try to be cooperative?”

Ishwar noted the way Anu took care to speak only in English, something she did when she really wanted to get her point across to him. He closed his eyes, sighed and nodded.

“Esha, try to find me later. I want a moment of your time.”

“Of course, Papa!”

It was unfortunately an appointment that neither of them were able to keep. The hubbub of the mehndi ceremony and the blessings from all of the thousands of elders gathered took up Esha’s entire day and she was completely exhausted when she retired to her room that night. Dolly was barely able to get her through a five-minute wash before she shambled to her bed and collapsed. She was too tired to even be broken-hearted that night.

Esha was able to make up for it in the morning. Her eyes opened in bed, heart heavy, waking from her dreams of a fruitless search, the usual train station replaced by an airport. She drew in a deep breath, trying not to think of midnight and of angels soaring away from her, and walked over to the door that separated her room from Dolly’s so they could begin getting dressed for the day.

The fourth day was going to be a bit of a respite from the non-stop ceremonies and rituals, with an opportunity for the two families to mingle more casually during the day and party at night. Esha and her retinue skipped the large communal lunch in favor of practicing their dancing and doing a quick rehearsal together in their finery. They were on the seventh floor of the hotel, an indoor ballroom space that Esha’s parents had booked for the day. As the hotel staff set up banquet tables for the dinner buffet and brought in extra chairs for the seating area, Inu fussed about with the speaker set-up while Dolly and Pallavi blocked out their routine with Esha.

“By the way, I have a little extra choreo to show you,” Dolly mentioned to Esha as they took a water break.

“Oh?” Esha was quite confused. “What for?”

“The dulha crowd are doing one of those choreos that involve the girls a little bit,” Dolly explained. “It’s not very much. Billu showed me.”

Hearing that name, today especially, was like being kicked in the gut. Esha had to wait a few seconds before the air returned to her lungs. “Billu … showed you?”

“Haan, the boys’ choreo guy was a friend of hers,” Dolly nodded. “She did the girl’s bit of their routine.”

Esha reached out to a nearby surface for support, nearly doubling over. She had barely been holding it together as it is. She wished Dolly hadn’t mentioned Billu.

“Esha?” Dolly asked, concerned again.

“Okay.” Esha stood up. “Show me.”

It was fairly basic. Dolly explained that the men would mostly just move around them. They had to execute a few steps, look a little bashful on cue, and stand around for most of it. The cues were grand, sweeping gestures from their male partners and hard to miss. Esha picked it up fairly quickly and they wrapped up their practice session. She supposed she appreciated the head start on pretending to be attracted to her future husband.

Esha retired to her room right after, skipping the rest of the day’s festivities so she could recuperate and prepare herself for tonight. Dolly almost came with her, but they agreed that it would be better if Dolly ran interference with the relatives and covered for Esha instead so that she could be alone and recharge in peace. Esha wanted to just get to the party, do the dances, and then excuse herself so she could sleep through the rest of the night so that she wouldn’t be conscious for what she knew was happening at the international airport, which she didn’t want to think about any more than she had to, even though she couldn’t stop thinking about it. She didn’t know what she would do when she woke up to face the nightmare tomorrow, of knowing that she and Billu were officially continents apart, but that was tomorrow’s problem.

Esha sat at her window, watching the sun get low in the sky, feeling the dying light of the day wash over her. Dolly’s eventual knocking on her door informed her that it was time to get up and prance about for the amusement of her family.

The ballroom was fairly packed, but not full to bursting. Most of the older guests had retired, with the raucous reveling deemed to be “for the youth”. Anu and Ishwar were among the few elders who were present, being the parents of the bride, as was Laxman. They were all seated at one of the tables, with Anu politely nodding at whatever Laxman said while Ishwar openly bore an expression that seemed to beg for the release of death.

Getting through the routine was easier than Esha had expected. There was no stage, but the seating was arranged around a central space that doubled as a dance floor, which was cleared right before their scheduled performance. Though Esha’s heart hammered in her chest as she heard the music begin to play, it was difficult for her to feel sad or depressed as she began to move. These were the moves that Billu had caressed her through, guided her through, taught her with such love and care. This was the only thing Esha had done for three months that had brought her any measure of joy or peace or happiness.

Esha looked at the bright lights and ignored the cameras, the eyes and every person in the room. It was just her, with Billu’s hand on the small of her back, then on her wrists and around her waist, guiding her through every motion, every movement, every beat and step of the song. Esha almost clutched at her heart when it was over, when the song faded and the room returned to intrude upon her time with Billu, the raucous applause and hooting piercing every inch of her skin as Billu dissipated from her grasp once more.

Dolly put an arm around Esha and squeezed tightly. She then maneuvered Esha to where she had to stand for the men’s routine, using that as a pretext for the hug. Esha squeezed Dolly’s hand for a moment before all her friends took their positions and they turned to the groom’s entourage, waiting for them to begin their grand declarations of love.

She had not been prepared for the song that had been chosen.

Of course, the song had been chosen. The groom hadn’t chosen it–how could he? Billu was the one with taste. Billu was the one who had returned, yet again, to Esha on the most painful night of her wedding, offering her comfort and agony in equal measure. Esha had only just taken in the swell of the music and the plucking of the strings, reeling from them, when she turned her head and saw … her.

Billu was at the head of the groom’s entourage, smiling at Esha.

How could she be there? She wasn’t. She was leaving tonight. She wasn’t even invited to the wedding. Yet there Esha saw her anyway–dressed in the groom’s clothes, the golden-white kurta and the matching baggy slacks and the brown sleeveless jacket to complete it. She looked rather fetching in his clothes, more than Faneendra could ever hope to look. Her Billu moved with a grace that could easily be mistaken for swagger, hips swaying, her powerful arms striking a pose with that expert control that Esha so loved to watch. Billu began to sing to Esha, in her voice loud and echoing, nearly drowning out the played lyrics.

“I’ll steal your heart with a single glance—before you know it, I’ll make you mine!”

That was so silly of her to say, Esha though, on the verge of giggling. Billu had already stolen her heart, already taken possession of it in full view of the whole crowd. Esha’s face lit up at Billu’s forwardness and she feigned a bashfulness she didn’t really feel as Billu approached her.

“The closer I am to you, the harder it is to leave,

I wish that you’d clasp to your bosom and never let go.”

Billu circled Esha, promising to never leave her side again, making her heart sing. Esha twirled in place, facing Billu at every turn, overjoyed.

“You are the rainfall and I am the heavens,

I am the heart and you are my heartbeat.”

Yes, thought Esha. Their hearts beat as one, their lives were as one, bound up and conjoined and forever entwined. Billu said that Esha was her beating heart and Esha had never heard a more true thing spoken about her, never felt more in sync with anything or anybody else. Billu inhaled and Esha’s chest rose, Billu took a step and Esha kept pace. This was their destiny.

“We were never strangers, never unknown to one another,

When I met you, I already knew you as you knew me.”

Billu had never been a stranger to Esha and Esha truly felt that she had loved Billu from the moment she first saw her. They had always been as old friends, as two souls that didn’t realize they had been cleaved apart until circumstances brought them back together. Esha now spoke to tell Billu as much, to sing in return, to complete their duet with the affirmation that yes, their 

hearts beat as one.

“I will spend eternity in your arms, my love,

They are where I will grow old.”

It was so much easier to say it to Billu than it would have been to say to Faneendra. With Billu, it was easy, it was obvious. Yes, Esha would spend eternity in her arms. Yes, Esha wanted to spend her whole life with her. Yes, Esha wanted no one and nothing else. She blushed almost without thinking at Billu’s flamboyant poses.

“I’ll steal your heart with a single glance—before you know it, I’ll make you mine!”

As the final notes began and the song winded down, Esha averted her eyes and walked away quickly. She didn’t want to witness Billu fade away with the song. The crowd was going wild for Faneendra and his groomsmen anyway, happy to lavish attention and praise on them for Billu’s impeccable taste and musical choices. Esha was able to slip past the applauding people and head towards the door.

“Esha bittu.”

Esha started. She turned to her mother with her head down, feeling shame. “Yes, mummy?”

“Need some rest, bittu?”

Esha was shocked. She nodded.

“Go, get some sleep bittu. You’ve done very well.”

“Thank you,” Esha mumbled.

She was unsure what she’d done to deserve this kindness from her mother. Esha had been sure that Anu would chew her out if she was caught trying to sneak out of the party.

“I’m so happy for you, Esha.”

“You are, mummy?”

“Yes, bittu. I had been so worried … You haven’t been very happy, Esha, I can see. I am your mother.” Anu gave Esha a hug, which she allowed herself to enjoy. “But when I saw you tonight, dancing with Faneendra, looking at him with such love … You’re going to be very happy with him, aren’t you?”

—

“Come in here!”




Esha was yanked into a conference room while on the way to the elevator. Her head spun as she took in the scene: A room containing a long table with a dozen or so office chairs, all empty, a projector on one end of the room and a canvas on the other. Dolly, Inu and Pallavi were all in here, had apparently managed to sneak out even more efficiently than Esha, and had been waiting for her to walk by.

“What’s this?”

Esha had returned to a state of near-numbness but managed to feel a bit of irritation. She really needed to be passing out in her room right now.

“We don’t have long before Billu’s flight, but there’s not going to be much traffic at this hour. Chalo.”

“Huh?” Esha looked around at her friends. “Go where?”

“To the airport. We got plenty of time. You can catch Billu.” Dolly tapped her wrist. “Chalo yaar, we have to get a move on.”

Esha frowned at her best friend.

“Wait for her and do what?” she demanded.

“I don’t know, Esha!” Dolly exploded.

Esha was taken aback. Even Pallavi and Inu looked stunned.

“Dolly, have you gone mad?!”

“Yes!” Dolly threw her hands up. “I went mad, Esha! I went mad looking at you, I went mad looking at your face, I went mad dragging you from one rivaj to the next. I went absolutely mad seeing you become a corpse for the past two weeks and knowing why.”

“Dolly, I …” Esha didn’t know what to say.

“Esha, I don’t know what you’re going to do. But you’re not getting married.” Dolly glared at her, as though daring Esha to challenge her.

Esha heaved a deep sigh. “I have to, Dolly. My parents expect this of me, my whole family does. Honestly, what is the point of doing this dramebaazi? The wedding is half over, yaar! I already tried this before it started and you saw how that turned out, you were there, Dolly, you saw me get my heart broken. I tried and I tried and I kept trying, I kept trying not to be scared and love them with all my heart, what good did it do? What good will it do now?”

“NO!” Dolly screamed. “You are WRONG, Esha!”

“Dolly, calm down!”

“I will not!” Dolly looked like she was about to breathe fire. “Fuck all of this, yaar! I thought that if we got to the wedding it would be fine, it might click into place, it might make sense. It doesn’t make sense! You don’t want to do this, you don’t want to be here, you don’t want to marry that man! So don’t. Let’s go. Fuck this whole shaadi, fuck this whole nonsense, and fuck everyone who tried to make you go through with it, me included!”

“Oh my … Thank you, Dolly.”

Overwhelmed by her friend’s passionate outburst, Esha had been looking down at her feet. She walked forward with her arms outstretched, trying to embrace Dolly. She had missed that over the course of delivering her speech, Dolly had walked right past Esha and was cupping Inu’s face in her hands and looking into her eyes with an expression of pure love and warmth as tears flowed down Inu’s face. Esha finally glanced up at Pallavi’s beckoning and saw the two of them.

“Uh …”

“Sorry!”

Dolly and Inu broke apart and turned towards Esha. Pallavi was giving them a sidelong look with an arched eyebrow.

“Right, today is about you, it’s your wedding, it’s your special day,” Inu asserted, clapping loudly to punctuate her statement. “Let’s run away from it.”

Their rager against the shaadi was interrupted by a loud knock on the conference room door. They all jumped, looking at each other, trying to figure out who could possibly be knocking and why.

“Maybe it’s staff?” Pallavi suggested.

Carefully, Esha cracked the door open and took a peek, only to see her father standing before her. He was still wearing his three-piece, a navy blue one today, with a salmon shit and creamy yellow tie. Ishwar looked equal parts exasperated and exhausted, his salt-and-pepper beard and hair more salt than pepper, as if he’d aged a few years in the past couple of hours. The lines around his eyes seemed to be particularly pronounced as he frowned down at Esha’s not-so-surreptitious attempt to identify him.

“Papa!” Esha cried, incredulous. “How did you know I was here?”

Ishwar said nothing. Instead, he pointed to the far wall of the room. They all turned to look at it and saw that it was made of glass.

“Oh,” Esha sighed. “Conference rooms.”

“Esha, we really have to talk.”

Ishwar came in and closed the door behind himself. Esha’s friends collectively took a few steps back in an attempt to give them some privacy, but seemed unsure of what else to do.

“Oh, haan.” Esha frowned. “Sorry I haven’t been to see you, Papa. The wedding’s really been–”

“An absolute, miserable slog.”

“… I wouldn’t say that?” Esha cracked a very insincere smile as she tried to be diplomatic.

“Yes, you would.” Ishwar’ voice was firm. “The only person who hates this whole affair more than me is you. It’s written all over your face.”

“Oh.” Esha let her expression drift back. “Yes, Papa, I’m afraid my heart’s not in it.”

It seemed like such a silly charade now, Esha thought, exchanging a knowing look with her father. Of course Ishwar knew how miserable she was, how unwillingly she was going through the motions.

“Of course not.” Ishwar sounded like he was at his wit’s end. “If that idiot failson is anything like his buffoon of a father, I’d be miserable at the prospect of marrying him too.”

“You get it.”

“Naturally. What I don’t get is this.” Ishwar reached inside his coat pocket and withdrew a folded piece of paper. Spotting the letterhead as the paper was unfolded, Esha recognized it as her acceptance letter.

“Why didn’t you tell me about this?” Ishwar demanded, striking the letter with the back of his hand.

“I didn’t think it mattered,” Esha answered in a quiet voice. 

Esha looked up into her father’s stern face and his expression softened immediately.

“Esha, of course it matters.” Ishwar looked disappointed. “Why would you come down here and marry some gadha instead of pursuing your dreams?”

“Mummy would have—”

“Esha,” Ishwar began patiently. “My dear Anupriya, your sainted mother–she means well, Esha, she really does. She just has a very specific idea of what’s good for her child. A very limited idea.”

A lifetime of unsaid words seemed to weigh upon Ishwar’s shoulders as he delicately put the letter down on the table, before taking his daughter’s hands into his own.

“Esha, I know what this is like. I know what happens when you decide to take on the burdens your elders put on you and try to bear the expectations of a culture that doesn’t care for your happiness. Do you know what you’re going to get after thirty years of trying to make your family happy? After letting them usurp your entire life?” Ishwar leaned down and looked Esha dead in the eyes. “They’re still going to be disappointed in you, because nothing will make them happy, Esha. It’s the job of elders to be disappointed in their children.”

Looking at her father’s hands, clasped tightly in her own and trembling, Esha couldn’t bring herself to meet his gaze. “I don’t want to disappoint them all, Papa.”

“Why? They’ve all disappointed you already,” Ishwar bit back. “You might as well return the favor, sweetheart. Give them a real reason to cry.”

Finally, Esha looked up at her father. The determination in his face was a surprisingly familiar one, as was the utter irreverence towards the hollow chains that bound them both.

“Won’t Mummy be angry?” Esha couldn’t help asking “Won’t everyone?”

“Anu and everyone else will calm down in a few years or so. Let me take care of it.” Ishwar picked up the letter as Esha let go of him. “I’m going to call the school, Esha. Smooth this over.”

“Okay. Okay.”

Esha nodded. Slowly, she began beaming, taking deep breaths as she realized that she had someone in her corner, someone who actually cared more about her in a way that didn’t require her to stifle and suppress herself. Unable to contain the sudden swell of giddiness, she ran at her father and wrapped her arms around his waist, nearly squeezing the life out of him.

“I love you so much, Papa.”

“I love you more than anything, Esha.” Ishwar had put an arm around Esha’s shoulders and squeezed back. “There’s someone else, isn’t there?”

“Yes.” Esha hesitated. “Yes, but …”

“I’m sure she’s wonderful, Esha. Because you’ve chosen her. All I care about is that she makes you happy.”

“Papa!” Esha’s eyes were brimming

“Arre, very sweet and all but we have to get to the airport on time, Esha!” Dolly tapped Esha’s shoulder.

“Right!”

Esha sprang back like she’d been struck by a bolt. Billu’s flight, the distance to the airport, it was all so much more pressing now than it had been minutes ago, through the deadening weight of a life she needed to tear herself free of.

“How am I even going to get there?” Esha waved her hands frantically, pacing. “None of us have a car, right?”

While that question had largely been directed at her friends, it was Ishwar who cleared his throat loudly in reply. Everyone turned to him just as he reached into his blazer’s inside pocket.

“A good time to give you your wedding present, I think,” Ishwar mused, pulling something out and tossing it to Esha. “I hope you’ll forgive me for not gift-wrapping it.”

Reflexively, Esha caught whatever it was out of the air. She opened her cupped palms to see an electronic key, emblazoned with a miniature flame decal.

“Shaadi mubarak, bittu.”

—

Night shift at a parking garage was, if nothing else, an easy gig. While the hotel saw a fair few nightly visits, the ongoing wedding celebrations seemed to have booked out most of its capacity for the week, ensuring that precious few newcomers were likely to wander by, especially at such a late hour. It left the pair of watchmen responsible for managing the booth with even less to do than usual, for which they were grateful.

Tonight they were whiling the hours away with a pack of cards, barely even paying attention to the path that led up to the toll’s barrier or the slope that lay beyond it, leading down to the underground parking levels. One of them had cracked open a bottle of Monk, so certain were they both that they’d remain undisturbed until sunup. They were playing out the last hand and preparing to surrender themselves to the heavy pall of sleep that threatened to envelop them both when the deafening, thunderous boom of a truly monstrous engine reverberated up from the lower levels, terrifying them both into adrenaline-fueled states of alert wakefulness. Their cards and drink alike found themselves spilled along the floor.

Before either could gather his wits about him, the roar rang out anew—continuous this time and only getting louder. Panicking, they realized too late that a vehicle was screaming its way up the winding slopes of the parking levels and would be upon them with all possible speed. That it would crash into the unraised toll barrier seemed inevitable, given that in their less-than-sober alarm, neither could quite recall how to raise it.

An unfounded worry, as it turned out. As the thundering bellow of the approaching beast reached its crescendo, the watchmen manning the booth could only gawp at it in helpless horror. They caught but a glimpse, a flash, a crimson blur that neither of them could quite place. In conferring after the fact, one of the watchmen insisted that the sports bike itself had been scarlet and aflame, burning with all the bright intensity of a bonfire as it tore up the slope and leaped right over the barrier without slowing down. The other disagreed, insisting that whatever color the vehicle had been, the overwhelming red had been due to its rider’s vestments, dressed in the ruby shades of wedding vermillion, with a single, long scarf trailing on either side like a banner, or more fittingly like the widely-spread wings of a mythical beast.

Whatever it had been, it was gone as quickly as it had arrived, disappearing into the night like a blazing rocket speeding towards its target.








  
  
  Chapter Eight: Dhoom Barabar Dhoom

  
  




“Ishwar! They’re gone!”

Ishwar, who was on his fifth double rum and coke of the night in an effort to make Laxmi’s nattering even slightly bearable, turned to his wife as she ran up to him, looking panicked.

“Anu, who’s gone, what are you talking about?” Ishwar did his best to keep his face blank and confused.

“Esha and her gang of ruffians! Rooms empty, no one has seen them–”

“Anu, they probably went out for a walk or something to blow off some steam. You know how kids are.”

“Ishwar, I am trying to tell you, the watchmen saw someone drive out of the basement on a red motor-cycle! Dupatta all flapping about!”

“Ah,” Ishwar said, unable to think of a way to spin that without giving away his complicity. “Too much to hope they’re driving around the compound, hm?”

“They drove off at top speed, so yes!”

“Well, what to do.” Ishwar sighed, trying to come to terms with navigating this situation while absolutely blitzed.

“What to do–? Ishwar, we need to get her to come back!”

“There are some practical limitations to that.” Ishwar pointed at the drink in his hand. “Besides, we don’t even know who she is, whether that she is in fact who you suspect her to be—” 

“Ishwar …”

“—and where she’s even going, for that matter.” Ishwar concluded with a tone of what he hoped was measured rationality. “It’s a big city, Anu, who knows where—”

“She’s going to the airport!” Anu snapped. “Dolly was talking earlier about–I mean, Esha’s obsessed with–I mean, the cook and the driver let me know—you know what, Ishwar, it doesn’t matter! She’s going to the international airport.”

Before Ishwar could find another excuse on his child’s behalf, he was interrupted by none other than the groom. Faneendra suddenly stepped forward, standing tall with his head held high, his well-oiled handlebar mustache gleaming under the party lights.

“Fikar nahin karo, ammi!” Faneendra boomed, drawing the attention of everyone in a wide radius about him. “Hum jaakar apni dulhan ko vapas le aayenge–varna mera naam Faneendra Agnihotri nahin! Yeh hain mera shapath!”

A hush had fallen over the crowd, all of whom were now gaping at Faneendra, marveling at his voice, his mustache and most of all at his grand pronouncement. While the people stared on in awe, Ishwar suddenly cleared his throat very loudly and wetly, somewhat breaking the spell.

“Sorry, my boy, I’ve only become less fluent with age and blood alcohol level.” Ishwar inclined his head, looking contrite. “Could you perhaps do me the courtesy of translating that for me?”

“Oh, um, of course, sir.” Faneendra nodded politely. “I said that I swear on my name as Faneendra Agnihotri that I’ll bring back the bride.”

“You know, it’s a lot less impressive in English.”

“Ugh, I know, right?”

—

A truly staggering number of the wedding party were oddly on-board with the prospect of a high-speed chase to secure the runaway bride, a few too many to be logistically feasible. Of the number of volunteers, the percentage that was sober enough to actually commandeer a vehicle at the requisite speeds was disappointingly miniscule, necessitating a negotiation of just how off-balance someone seemed before they could be designated an acceptable driver. The actual number of vehicles that could be commandeered was a point of dispute as well, given that most did not have permission to simply steal away with their parents’ cars, no matter how crucial the pursuit was to the continuation of the wedding celebrations. Faneendra was ultimately able to employ enough of his groomsmen to fill the three jeeps his father had brought to the premises, in addition to a few enterprising lads who had their own motorcycles to hand. Once the hunting party was settled, they wasted no additional time in setting off to the parking levels.

Unfortunately, their next obstacle came sooner than expected in a rather more literal form. The ground-floor exit had its barrier lowered and the security booth was abandoned, frustratingly impeding their progress. Faneendra ended up switching with one of the lads on a motorbike and prompting all the two-wheelers to manually skirt around the barrier while the jeep drivers figured something out. Thus at least the vanguard was able to set off, while the others fretted over trying to find the absentee watchmen.

Eventually, the driver of the third jeep in line—his keys well in hand, to prevent any of his more intoxicated fellows from inadvisably jetting off without him—decided to fiddle with the controls himself, an endeavor he determined to be more worthwhile than trying to track down truant security guards, who might well be in no fit state to operate the barrier in any case. After puzzling over the dashboard, which bore a few too many knobs, switches and buttons to control a barrier that basically just swiveled up and down, he was able to turn the right dial and raise the turnpike, freeing the two cars ahead of his own. He allowed himself to watch them depart with the satisfaction of a job well then, smirking and pumping a fist in quiet celebration, before turning around to man his own jeep. Unexpectedly, this brought him face-to-face with one of the prettiest women he’d ever laid eyes upon.

Tall, slender and fetching, the woman’s catlike features and unmistakable grace were absolutely arresting. She was dressed in wedding finery, much like everyone else he’d seen that day, though her choice of attire was plainer than the bedazzled outfits most had elected to sport, comprising a collection of understated red-and-black shades yet looking none the worse for it. In fact, the muted quality of her clothing only enhanced her elegance, drawing one’s attention more to the expertly-accentuated sharp lines of her face, or the softness of her chestnut curls. It would be no exaggeration to say that the man, in beholding her peerless beauty, quite forgot himself and his immediate goals. His breath was taken away, his heart skipped a beat and he was struck by the dawning realization that love at first sight might be real after all.

Not a moment later, he was struck by the side of the woman’s hand, squarely in the trachea, an act that took his breath away in a very different manner.

Perhaps it was the moderate level of inebriation, the woman’s stunning beauty, or a combination thereof that had prevented him from recognizing that she’d been in a ready stance, poised to strike at him with a powerful, full-body follow-through. The blow had rendered him completely voiceless and clutching at his throat, a state of helplessness that enabled the woman to swiftly follow up by hooking the back of his heel with her own. The would-be bride pursuer experienced a single moment of sublime grace, noting the proximity to his devastatingly disarming assailant as she closed the distance between them, before his leg was swept out from under him and his skull was accelerated into the very dashboard he’d been puzzling over moments ago. With a loud crunch, the man’s tenuous grip on consciousness loosened entirely. He allowed himself to slip into the darkness encroaching at the corners of his vision, his muscles going slack and dropping his car keys in the process.

Back at the car, the groomsman in the passenger seat grew increasingly agitated on noticing that his would-be driver was apparently dawdling. He squinted, dimly perceiving that there seemed to be a woman by the booth now. Annoyed at whatever dalliance was no doubt in progress, he stuck his right arm and half his torso out of the car’s open window, craning his head and preparing to shout at the wannabe Romeo to get a move on. Before he could utter a single lewd syllable, however, his door was unceremoniously opened from the outside. Given his imbalanced weight distribution, the man slipped out of his seat and the car with little trouble, his legs dangling and scrabbling to find purchase on the road in an attempt to find sure footing and extricate himself from the door he was now uncomfortably jammed through.

His desperate endeavors would be all for naught. Someone behind him kicked his legs out before they could prop him up, leaving him sagging in the car’s open window, while another woman walked around the jeep’s front. He briefly recalled seeing her before, bedecked in maroons and purples and dancing energetically at the bride’s side, very nearly stealing the entire show. There was one major difference, however: she’d had a thick, heavy necklace clasped firmly around her neck, which was now nowhere to be seen. The poor man could only speculate on the prominent jewelry’s location for a split second before it came into view, wrapped firmly around the woman’s knuckles and rapidly approaching his skull.

That single decisive blow was all it took. The man went limp and was easily extricated from the door, then tossed aside.

“There’s one in the backseat,” Pallavi noted in a businesslike tone, examining her necklace for bloodstains.

Inu nodded and opened the car’s back door just as Dolly ran up, keys in hand. A trembling, cowering individual was revealed to the three of them, flinching away from the open door and shrinking in his seat.

“Look, I was just here for the joyride, I have no quarrel with you and will happily go on my way—”

Whatever incomprehensible nonsense he was babbling about was cut short by Inu and Dolly seizing his clothes, dragging him from the car and depositing him roughly on the road. A few choice stomps subdued him before Pallavi knocked him out with a vicious, gold-plated haymaker, ensuring that he would be no trouble to their cause.

“Arre, that one bled on my necklace,” Pallavi grumbled.

“It’ll wash off, chill.”

Shrugging, Pallavi clasped the necklace back around her neck and made to enter the front passenger seat. She found her way obstructed by a bashful Dolly.

“Could you sit in the back?” Dolly asked sweetly.

Pallavi stared. Climbing into the back was quicker than arguing, however, and so she relented with just a roll of the eyes.

Overjoyed, Dolly rushed to take the driver’s seat and beamed when Inu hopped in beside her. She made a bit of a fuss over making sure that her seatbelt was securely fastened.

“Nice moves,” Dolly commented, needlessly toying with the seatbelt solely to have a few additional moments leaning over Inu.

“You did the heavy lifting,” Inu pointed out.

“Haan, but with the third guy, we were so in sync—”

“Arre, Laila-Manju, chup and hit it!” Pallavi snapped, swatting at the back of Dolly’s headrest. “One of you call Esha!”

“Right, right.” Inu snapped to attention and pulled out her phone while Dolly morosely withdrew.

“Will we even catch them?” Pallavi groused.

“Relax, na?” Dolly frowned at Pallavi in the rear-view mirror. “I took stunt driving classes for a shoot, trouble will be not leaving them all behind!”

Dolly’s exuberant optimism gave Pallavi pause. “Dolly, didn’t you crash the car in that ad—”

Too busy to pay heed to Pallavi’s naysaying, Dolly urged the car into a steep acceleration. Pallavi was cut off by sudden momentum and sheer torque, left wailing as Dolly navigated a tight turn with ever-increasing velocity.

—

Owing to the nature of Mumbai traffic, its roads did not exactly clear out even during the later hours of the night. A steady flow of people and goods was always circulating between its busiest ports, with massive lorries and rickety scooters alike chugging along at a constant trickle. At best, one could count on a lack of truly awful logjams and be reasonably certain of moving from one red light to another as expected, without having to sit in a barely-moving queue of vehicles for hours. That was about as forgiving as the city ever got until the actual wee hours of the morn.

Fortunately, Esha was astride a truly demonic steed, armed with expert control and no regard for her own well-being. Even under the dim, gas lamp-esque yellow of the streetlights that seemed to throw more surfaces into deep shadows than they illuminated, Esha stood out brightly, tearing across the motorway at speeds that were best described as ‘inadvisable’. She bobbed and weaved through the shambling motorcades with a reckless abandon, sliding through the narrowest of gaps and scrapes to zip past anything in front of her that looked to be in danger of stopping at a traffic light. Her daredevilry left intersections in shambles, cars left slamming their brakes while she heedlessly crossed their path and left them stumbling and stuttering in her wake.

Sadly, such clipped progress cannot last forever on Mumbai streets. The city’s municipal government, in its infinite wisdom, continuously sought new and innovative solutions to assuage the perpetually congested motorways, usually arriving at their most tried-and-true solution: endlessly protracted infrastructure projects that tore up the most significant vehicular lifelines, exacerbating bottlenecks now for the promise of relief in the distant future (at which point, in all likelihood, it would be some other coalition government’s problem). Despite her best efforts, Esha couldn’t help but slow down at a few critical junctures, passing by the abandoned corpses of construction sites that ranged from an eventual overhead metro system to an eventual underground subway.

At the tail end of just such a delay, Esha’s phone rang. Her wireless headset informed her that the caller was Dolly, prompting her to answer.

“Did Billu reply yet?” was Esha’s immediate inquiry.

“Nahin, sorry, still nothing,” Dolly anxiously replied. “Calls won’t even go through.”

“Arre,” Esha hissed through clenched teeth.

“We have another problem, Esha.”

Now that Esha was paying attention to Dolly’s tone, she did seem oddly worried, to say nothing of the much-louder-than-expected background noise on the line.

“Kya hua?”

“It’s that idiot Faneendra,” Inu piped up. “They’re hot on your trail, Esha!”

“Oh. Great.” Esha sighed inwardly. “I’ve been going as fast as possible, I doubt they’ll be able to catch up.”

“I don’t know, Esha,” Dolly demurred. “Traffic’s been clearing out, even the cars are coming along faster than expected.”

“Cars?”

“Two jeeps, we’re in the third,” Inu clarified. “Faneendra and some other goons are also on motorbikes and they started ahead. You watch out, ha?”

“Inu, I’ve been making good time. It’s very unlikely that they’ll—shit! I see them!”

When the call came through, Esha had been mired at an unfortunate crossroads, navigating the roadblocks presented by a red light on a road that had been whittled down to just one lane, with others in the process of being resurfaced. The single-file queue had compelled Esha to stop for the first time since her mad flight had begun, allowing her to take Dolly’s call and observe her surroundings while Inu warned her of the incoming hostilities. No sooner had the light turned green than did a strange, synchronized symphony of guttural engines reach Esha’s ears, with no less than a half-dozen bright headlights blooming on the horizon. Esha gritted her teeth as she watched the two-wheeled troupe emerge into the foggy streetlight, barreling towards her with single-minded purpose. Swearing at just how dramatically she’d been proven wrong, Esha turned her gaze ahead and revved up, gunning to follow and outpace the now-moving traffic, moments before Faneendra’s goon squad was upon her.

It was immediately apparent that Esha had to keep moving and darting about the other vehicles, that despite their attempts to close in on her position, her pursuers weren’t nearly as mobile or heedless as she was. A single surprisingly coordinated pair was proving the exception to this rule, gaining on her slowly in a peculiar manner. Keeping them in her rearview, Esha crisscrossed the lanes to test her theory, which they confirmed by tracking her movements, each one trying to stay on opposite sides of her. When their visors appeared focused not on her, precisely, but on the spaces right next to her, she realized what was happening. Deftly, she maneuvered herself into position in front of a large, fast-moving car and decelerated ever-so-slightly, letting the pair approach inch by inch, until …

Quickly, as soon as they were in range, the pair of men tracking Esha each took a hand off their handlebars and snatched at the end of the dupatta merrily streaming behind her. At the same time, Esha discarded it, slipping the garment over her head and picking up speed, leaving the clueless pair behind in their vain attempt to slow down while restraining her. They only had a moment or so to contemplate their failure, however, before the car behind them, also going faster than the men now, barreled straight into the dupatta now stretched between the two motorcyclists on either side of it. Unable to let go in time, the two unwitting fools found themselves snagged and dragged along, losing their balance and their grip on their bikes. They both went careening onto the road while their bikes skidded and spun out of control, falling on one side and scraping along the surface with flying sparks. A truck ran over one of the lost motorcycles, flattening it in a cacophony of crumpling, deforming metal.

“Esha!” Dolly cried in her ear—apparently, the call was still active. “What happened?!”

“It’s okay, I’m fine, that was just two of the chokras.”

“Oh, good!”

“Yeah, nothing to worry about.”

Sadly, Esha did not feel as confident as she sounded. While her stunt had made the rest of Faneendra’s gang back off slightly and keep their distance, she could hear snatches of him yelling into his own headset over the noise of the engines. Sure enough, Dolly confirmed for her that their little convoy of jeeps was close enough to have eyes on Faneendra’s group. Esha couldn’t help but feel like his plan was to run her into a corner, cut off and hemmed in by the bigger, blockier cars. A sign flashed past her, notifying her of a road closure looming ahead that seemed to seal her fate. She’d have to go around, and if the jeeps moved fast enough to head her off …

Dolly relayed to Esha that the jeeps had moved into the rightmost lane and were accelerating at top speed. The noose was tightening.

“Esha, what to do?”

She could see them clearly now, the jeeps screaming up on her right side, Faneendra’s squad to her left, the oncoming road works zooming towards her. A few flimsy barriers had been erected to cordon the road off, a long dug-up stretch littered with gaping holes and large machines—at least, more than the average Mumbai street was. It was an underground highway project, allegedly, though it currently was simply an array of gravel-filled pits and bulldozers.

Esha knew what to do.

“Dolly, go around with the other jeeps,” Esha instructed. “I’m going through.”

“Kya?!”

No hesitating now. When Faneendra expected her to slow down for the turn, she instead hit the gas and charged onwards, slipping past a sizable gap in the ‘barriers’. Faneendra, swearing loudly, instructed his squad to follow, while the jeeps scrambled to go around, perhaps aiming to cut Esha off at the other side.

Navigating the under-construction road wasn’t that different from regular traffic, Esha told herself. She still had to swerve and avoid obstacles often and the consequences for failing to do so well were still dangerous, though on the level of ‘falling into a deep pit’ rather than ‘getting your vehicle scuffed up’ now. Her margin of error was at ‘fractions of an inch’, threading between yawing chasms with a strip of ‘road’ between them no wider than her bike’s tyres, or ducking under the jutting parts of heavy machinery to keep going without losing ground.

Her pursuers were much less lucky in this regard. One, unable to meet the rigorous level of control the course demanded of him, dove straight into a ditch whose abyssal expanses swallowed him up, causing his companion to promptly turn his bike around and carefully abandon the chase. Faneendra and his remaining flunky, to their credit, did not lose heart quite so quickly, though they did seem to drive much slower than Esha cared to. Esha suspected that this was wise and Faneendra didn’t need to be in a hurry like she was. He wasn’t faced with a ticking clock but a target right in front of him, one who, for all her antics, was definitely impeded and delayed by having to circumvent a half-dozen deathtraps every few feet. Esha’s heart sank as she realized that the jeeps would likely have little trouble catching her on the other side and that cutting through, for all that it halved the number of motorcyclists on her tail, would not save as much time in her journey as she’d hoped. Faneendra had come after her to simply ensure that she wouldn’t turn around and lose them and could sit back while the cars blocked her way. Esha was truly out of options.

Well, besides one.

“I’m almost through,” Esha announced when the barriers at the other end of the construction zone came into view.

“We’re almost there too.”

Helpful, but Dolly needn’t have bothered letting Esha know. She could see the jeeps to her right, bearing down on where she would emerge through the barriers.

“Esha, sharp left! Don’t look behind you!” Dolly cried.

So Esha inhaled sharply, held her breath, and placed her trust in her best friend.

One of the three jeeps broke formation. It wildly swerved in front of the jeep behind it, stalling it slightly, and drew almost level with the jeep in the lead. Before anyone could register what was happening, Dolly swerved again, sending her jeep bodily colliding into the lead one, disrupting its carefully-maintained trajectory. Esha slipped through the barriers and banked left; the jeep missed her entirely, crashing right through the fences, missing a screaming Faneendra and sending his sole remaining companion flying before half-falling into a hole.

“Thanks!” Esha exulted.

Somehow, Dolly managed to seize control of her car, utilizing the collision’s blowback to right her own trajectory and drive back onto the road. Faneendra and the remaining jeep trailed her, the jeep trying to get past her and to Esha, while Faneendra was likely concerned for his safety if he found himself adjacent to Dolly.

“Final stretch, Esha!” Dolly cheered in her ear. “You just keep going!”

“I’d love to, but the traffic’s getting worse closer to the airport!” Esha exclaimed in frustration.

“This jeep’s a problem,” Inu grumbled. “Even if he doesn’t derail Esha, I’m worried about these bhondus reaching there and getting out of the car.”

“We can take them!” Pallavi declared.

“I’d rather focus on finding Billu than fighting a bunch of worthless idiots!” objected Esha.

There was a brief pause, after which Pallavi said the most terrifying thing she possibly could in that moment.

“Do y’all trust me?”

“No,” Esha instantly replied.

“No!” Dolly and Inu echoed.

“Abbe, shut up!” Pallavi countered, irritated. “Esha, do you want this jeep gone or no?”

Esha really, really wanted to say no rather than accede to one of Pallavi’s harebrained ideas, but she didn’t see another way.

“Fine,” she finally conceded.

“What is it?” Dolly sighed.

Pallavi didn’t explain. She instead pushed herself forward, sticking one leg through the gap between the two front seats and almost climbing between them. Her arms wrapped tightly around Dolly’s waist, giving her a fresh spike of adrenaline amongst all the others.

“Pallavi, what is this?!”

“Seatbelts on, na?” was all Pallavi said. “Inu!”

“Arre haan!”

“Good!” Pallavi looked over her shoulder. “Dolly, brake lagaa!”

“What?!”

“Brake, Dolly! NOW!”

She slammed the brakes.

The jeep, preoccupied with staying right on top of them and exploiting any opening to get past them, was not prepared for its quarry to come to a dead stop. It crashed into Dolly’s jeep, its front crumpling and collapsing into the back of her vehicle, falling far behind Esha as all its momentum was robbed. Dolly, Inu and Pallavi screamed. Esha screamed right back.

“Dolly! Inu!” Esha wailed.

“Okay, we’re okay!”

“Pallavi! Is Pallavi fine?!”

“I’m okay, lovely,” Pallavi answered, though she was breathing a bit heavily.

“Car still controls,” Dolly noted, completely shocked.

“And their engine’s gone,” Pallavi cackled, far too cocksure for what she’d just done. “You keep going, Esha, we won’t be far behind.”

“Good. Dolly, bring Pallavi to me at the airport so I can strangle her myself,” Esha instructed icily.

“Will do!”

That was it, then. Just her, the vehicles massing on the path before her … and Faneendra, still there even after everything, still doggedly on her trail.

“This fucking clown,” Esha growled.

For all his efforts, Faneendra still couldn’t throw up half as much opposition as the city’s streets themselves. Despite being this close to the airport, Esha felt farther from it than she had all night. All the passengers hurrying to catch their flights were on the roads, surrounding her, funneling into the few routes that led to the international airport and collecting, congealing therein. Esha was tricksy, but no amount of ingenuity would let her navigate through gaps that weren’t there. It was a shame that her new motorbike didn’t also come with wings.

“Esha!” Faneendra yelled, right behind her. “Can we please talk?”

Casting her gaze about desperately, frenetically, Esha realized that the roads that led away from the airport weren’t nearly so crowded. Whether there were simply more paths leading away than towards, or more departures than arrivals at the present hour, Esha couldn’t say. All she knew was that if she kept on her current path, she’d have to slow to a halt within minutes, while on the other side …

“Esha, please listen!” Faneendra tried again. “If you could—wait, what are you DOING?!”

Really, there was no second-guessing it. She had to get to Billu and she had to get there now. No matter the risk. With hardly half a glance behind and a smirk underneath her helmet, Esha confidently banked left once more, driving through a gap intended for u-turns, and drove on unhindered by stoppages, hurtling towards the airport against the flow of traffic.

Faneendra really, really didn’t want to follow, but Esha hadn’t left him with many options. Muttering a quick prayer to his favorite gods, Faneedra screamed, loudly, and followed.

Once again, Esha was telling herself it wasn’t much different from regular traffic. They were just all pointed the wrong way, she reasoned, and any potential collision would be all the deadlier for their opposing vectors of acceleration, but really, if you’ve dodged one bus moving at top speed, you’ve dodged them all. It was getting to be second nature to her.

“Esha, please, for the love of everything decent!”

“How are you still here?!”

Impossibly, Faneendra was still somehow, some way, not leaving her alone.

“Take a fucking hint, dude!” Esha hollered, veering to the right to avoid a car full of screeching children.

“I understand you’re not very keen on the wedding, yes!”

“It’s not fucking happening!” Esha paused so she and Faneendra could evade a truck on opposite sides. “I’m just not into you like that, or any man for that matter!”

Struck by the realization that she’d never talked about her sexuality in such frank terms before—certainly not out loud—Esha wondered if she could have chosen a more bizarre situation in which to come to terms with and accept herself.

“Awesome!”

“What the fuck, dude?!”

“No, not like that!” Faneendra wailed, panicking at how his inadvertent faux pas lingered awkwardly while they swerved out of a lorry’s way. “I mean that I’m not exactly into women either, actually!”

“You’re what?”

“Gay, my darling.” Faneendra somehow managed to sound condescending even while yelling over all the honking horns and revving engines. “You’re not that special.”

“You’re—” Esha was cut off by a small red car, its driver weeping openly and cursing her existence. “So then the wedding—”

“Complete sham, yes, but when are marriages not?” Faneendra was actually laughing. “Especially in our culture!”

“So you’re saying—”

“I’m saying you need to dial back on the stunts and think about how lucky we are!” Faneendra snapped. “Neither of us wants to be married, but we can marry each other and then leave each other the hell alone! It’d be so convenient.”

Esha looked at him for a second, amazed. “You’re serious?!”

“Of course!” Faneendra crowed. “Why wouldn’t I be? Do you seriously think our families will ever throw us a shindig like this if you showed up with a bride, or I found a groom? Are you planning on waiting for them to accept us, when the stars grow cold and fall to earth?”

Despite herself, despite everything, Esha couldn’t help but acknowledge his point.

“All we have to do is be the good little married couple and we’re free, Esha!” Faneendra pointed out. “No more inquiring about shaadi dates or if you’ve found a nice match! No more being set up with strangers! We just have to tolerate one stranger each, not even like each other, and we can just do what we like!”

“You really thought about all this?”

“If you had ever replied to my text, you would have known too!”

“In my defense, I hated the very sight of you.”

“Duly noted, now just think!” Faneendra pressed. “It’ll be so much easier than whatever the hell you think you’re doing, Esha!”

It would be, Esha thought grimly, her grip tightening. It would certainly be easy, but it wouldn’t be right.

“Lifelong liberty in exchange for awkward holidays and family gatherings, Esha,” Faneendra droned on, “you don’t even have to see our kids if you don’t feel like—”

“Hold the fuck up!” Esha interjected, incredulous. “Did you say our kids?”

“That’s the only other thing we’ll be harassed about!” Faneendra said as though it were obvious. “It’s just a couple of nine-month stretches, and then—”

“Can you believe this guy?” Dolly breathed in Esha’s ear, thunderstruck.

Esha could not. She was quite sure, in fact, that she’d reached her limit, and very much pitied whoever would have to spend more than a short motorcycle chase’s worth of time with Faneendra, leave alone the rest of her life.

“—we can afford help, especially after the merger,” Faneendra merrily went on, “so we’ll never need to—OW!”

An exit was upon them, one that Esha had to take. Swiftly, she killed some of her acceleration and threw her motorbike into a tight circle, slanting herself so steeply she was almost parallel to the ground. Some of her angular momentum she happily transferred to the heel of her foot, which she threw out just as she passed Faneendra, catching him squarely in the back of the head with a decisive kick. Wanting to leave as unambiguous a message as possible, Esha’s blow knocked him right off his steed, sending both tumbling along the road and away from her, forever.

Executing the turn flawlessly, Esha settled back on her bike, easing into a straight line. The airport—and the rest of her life—was finally in her sights.

“I’m coming, Billu,” she whispered, and stepped on it, pushing her machine to its limits.
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A single road led up to the international airport, one that couldn’t be circumvented, bypassed or otherwise cleverly negotiated with. Esha finally dealt with the traffic like every other denizen of Mumbai had to, cursing and honking loudly behind cars that seemed to have no sense of urgency or desire to actually arrive at their destination. When she eventually pulled up to the departure gates, drenched in sweat, hair a mess and breathing harder than she ever had in her life, she was close to completely spent.

Still, she pressed on.

Dolly had provided her with the flight details so she could determine which gate she had to wait at. Esha made sure to park directly across from it, sitting on the bike and catching her breath for a few minutes, before disembarking and trying to come up with a strategy more effective than just praying Billu hadn’t driven to the airport early.

So she wandered about, desperately searching, seeking. Travelers queued up at every gate, passports and tickets in hand ready for inspection. Esha had to scan every last line, just in case Billu was at a different gate by accident. Every person that was allowed in before Esha had run up to determine their identity made her heart skip a beat, in case she’d been just seconds too late. She saw families saying goodbye to teenage kids, friends dropping off friends, lovers sharing tearful moments before one of them had to leave. It was dizzying, overwhelming. Esha could feel the panic building in her chest as she scanned a sea of faces, not seeing so much as a hint of Billu’s signature indigo or her piercing, unforgettable gaze. The anxiety within her churned, surged, spreading through her core and up her throat, filling her mouth with bile.

“Billu,” she whispered, struggling not to shout.

Respite in the form of her friends arrived not long after, giving her something to refocus on temporarily. They weren’t Billu, no, but they were more eyes, ears, more bodies to cover more area and hopefully spot her before she could slip past them and vanish. Esha assigned them different gates with minimal wasted breath before trying to resume her frantic search. Dolly stopped her, throwing her arms around Esha and keeping her in place for a few minutes, a port in a storm of milling souls.

“It’ll be fine, Esha,” Dolly whispered, and Esha wished she could believe her.

More, there were always more, always another person or group of people who weren’t her. Esha felt like she was drowning, drowning in a sea of limbs and voices and trolleys over-laden with luggage, each of which seemed to obstruct her, block her line of sight, cut her off just when she thought she’d found Billu, found something, the very wisps of the ends of her fleeing curls, or heard her booming laugh rise over the din.

“Billu,” Esha cried, almost weeping.

“Billu!”

Her phone dinged, vibrated in her pocket, bringing her back to herself. Hands shaking violently, Esha pulled it out and read the message.

“Sorry Esha, I switched domestic SIM for international. In range of airport Wi-Fi now. Reaching gate soon.”

“Oh,” Esha said out loud.

Feeling returned to her quaking muscles, slowly. She pushed her hair out of her face, noticing how sweaty she was, how windswept and smoky and so very, very not presentable.

“Dolly,” Esha gasped, placing a finger on her headset. “She’s coming.”

“She replied to me too, Esha,” Dolly assured her. “We’ll keep an eye out and bring her right to you, ‘kay? You sort yourself out.”

“Thank you, Dolly. Thank you so much.”

It was as if she could breathe again. Esha fixed herself up as well as she could manage with just her hands and no mirror, feeling very self-conscious. Dramatic airport chases didn’t usually culminate with having to nervously wait for the person you were racing after, did they?

All the while, the ball of pure worry coiled within Esha’s guts refused to abate. No longer panting, Esha now attempted to calm her errant heart, pounding away despite knowing that Billu was here—oh no, Esha realized, Billu was here. Her heart hammered away against her lungs.

What would she say? What was she supposed to say? Esha had expended so much energy, so much effort into making it to Billu that she’d entirely neglected what she would tell Billu when she saw her. Had she been hoping the right words would simply blossom in her mind, the exact right words and phrases she would need to convince Billu that they belonged together? Words didn’t just do that!

“Dolly,” Esha squeaked into her headpiece, “what do I do?”

“Esha, just say,” Dolly muttered back; no doubt Billu was nearby now. “She loves you, yaar. You’ll be fine.”

Esha spotted Pallavi before she did Billu. Pallavi was walking in step with Billu, having taken one of her suitcases. As they drew closer, Pallavi animatedly pointed at Esha and said something to Billu, which Esha couldn’t quite catch, but seemed to be along the lines of “go to her”. Esha saw Billu nod stiffly, her expression dazed, and hand Pallavi her other suitcase for safekeeping. Pallavi stood holding both, letting Billu jog ahead to get to Esha quicker. Dolly and Inu soon caught up from behind and stood by Pallavi, Dolly on the verge of tears, Inu covering her mouth with both hands. How nice that she’d have an audience to witness whether she was rejected again, Esha thought anxiously.

At least she had their support, another thought loudly contradicted the first. She ought to take heart they were there for her. Esha inhaled deeply again, placing a hand on her breast. It would be okay, she told herself firmly. Billu was here. That was all she needed.

There she finally was. Billu stood before Esha, still looking dazed and a bit concerned. No doubt, the earlier stream of messages and calls from all four of them, begging her to wait at the gate, had come across as a little strange.

“Hi,” Billu whispered, barely audible.

“Hi,” Esha echoed.

“Sorry for delay,” Billu mumbled, unable to find anything else to say. “Traffic was very bad. Lots of accidents on the way to the airport slowing it down.”

“Oh,” Esha acknowledged. “That’s unfortunate.”

“Didn’t really see, but one or two seemed pretty bad …”

“It’s fine, they were all wearing helmets,” Esha said dismissively. “I left my wedding.”

“I can see that.”

“I left my wedding for you.”

Billu said nothing. She appeared stunned.

“I want to be with you.”

The words were coming faster and faster now, one after the other, with no sense of tact or propriety or eloquence. Esha was gushing, trying to pour out her emotions in front of Billu, to show Billu how much she meant to her.

“I want to be with you all my life. No, that’s wrong. This life, the next, the five after that. And the ones after, if I find you and promise again. I want to spend every life with you, no matter how different or strange or–I love you. Did I mention? I love you.”

“I know,” Billu whispered, nodding stiffly again.

“I love you,” Esha echoed. “I love you and you said you love me, so why did you—why did you say you couldn’t be with me, Billu? How could you do that to me? How dare you?”

“Esha,” Billu said, her voice thick with emotion. “I didn’t think—Esha, I had to.”

“Why did you have to?” Esha was struggling to not stamp her foot.

“Esha,” Dolly whispered in her ear, the call apparently still active, “just calm down a bit, na?”

“I will not calm down!” Esha declared loudly, making both Billu and Dolly flinch. “I came all this way, I fought through hell to be here and see you again and the whole while I don’t even know if you’re going to tell me to—to just, to leave you again!”

“Nahin, Esha.”

“Great!” Esha yelled. “Good, because I’m yours and you’re not getting rid of me!”

“Haan ji.”

“So why?!”

Esha stormed right up to Billu, pushing her face close, staring into her eyes and fuming while Billu appeared contrite. She placed her hand on Billu’s broad, firm chest, right above her ample bosom, having wanted to strike her lightly in indignance or push her way, but unable to follow through with either.

“Idiot,” Esha snapped.

“Haan ji.”

“Why did you do that?”

“I’m sorry, Esha ji.”

“Not the ji now,” Esha groaned.

“Sorry, Esha.”

“Is that all you’re going to say?”

“No, Esha.” Billu sighed heavily.

“Did you think I didn’t really love you?”

“No, but …” Billu hesitated. “Esha, no one has ever …”

She was really struggling to speak. Esha grew quiet, placing her other hand on Billu’s chest as well.

“No one fights for women like me, Esha.” Billu finished her sentence with some effort. “It’s too much, Esha. Too much to deal. I didn’t want you doing all this and then … regret how much you gave up for someone like me, Esha. Someone who can’t—”

“Shut up.”

“Okay, Esha.”

“It’s done,” Esha stated firmly. “I did it.”

“Yes, Esha.”

“For you.”

Billu clasped her hands to her mouth, crying, nodding and speaking through her tears. “Yes, Esha.”

“You’re ridiculous.”

Esha’s hands slid down Billu’s sides, around her waist, pulling her into a tight embrace. She placed her head on Billu’s chest and kept speaking.

“I’m here because I know how much I want to be with you,” Esha assured her. “I’m here because I’ve known since the day I met that you’re the woman for me. I’m here because no amount of family disappointment and tradition and doing my duty could ever be more important than being yours, than being in your arms, than seeing you smile and making you happy.”

“Esha …”

“I’m here because you’re my jaan-e-jaana,” Esha continued. “I’m here because I love your laugh and your strong arms and I want to spend eternity hearing you boom louder than the heaven’s thunder, eternity in your embrace, eternity just looking at your beautiful, beautiful face. I’m here because I love you so much I can’t even say how much without going out of my way to plagiarize all the songs I’ve loved my whole life. I love you more than words can express, Billu.”

“I love you that much too, Esha.”

Squeezing Billu tightly, Esha finally, for the first time in weeks, experienced a moment of pure, unfiltered joy, smiling a smile that lit up her face without reservation and laughing as her near-permanent sense of dread, at long last, ebbed and faded away.

“Great speech, yaar,” Dolly exulted in her ear.

Dolly seemed to be crying on the line. So did her friends. Esha poked her head over Billu’s shoulder, enjoying how firmly Billu held her now, to see them all variously breaking down and holding onto each other for support.

“Sorry, Esha,” Billu whispered once more in her ear.

“Enough,” Esha replied. “You can make it up to me for the rest of our life together.”

“Lives, Esha.”

“Good, you’re learning.” Esha beamed at Billu through brimming eyes. “This is how you’re going to marry me, then?”

“Of course, Esha.”

“I don’t know if I can do another seven-day wedding, jaan.”

“It’ll have to be some days, Esha.”

“Oh, really?”

“Yes.” Billu pulled her in again, placing her chin atop Esha’s head. “You don’t know how much I’m going to dance for you.”

“Oh, gosh.”

“Sing at you, too.”

“Yes, please, I would love that so much.”

“All your favorite songs.”

“All of them?”

“Every single one.”

“We’ll need to modify the ceremony, though.” Esha’s fingers dug into Billu’s back and she strained to squeeze Billu into herself. “I can’t be married to you for seven lifetimes.”

“No?”

“It’s not nearly enough.”

“Every lifetime, Esha?”

“Every life, jaan.”

They couldn’t help themselves. They were swinging, swaying, laughing without a care in the world. Unable to contain her exuberance, Billu picked Esha up and wheeled her around, both of them crying out. Esha caught brief glimpses of her friends absolutely sobbing and losing it as she spun, the world a whirlwind around her before she was set down.

“You’re not going to miss your flight, are you?”

“Flight, Esha?” Billu was puzzled.

Her smile was bittersweet now. “Yeah. We still need to go somewhere we can get married, Billu.”

“Haan. Of course.”

She caressed Billu’s cheek, stroking it with her thumb. “Can I come with you?”

“You don’t need to ask, Esha.”

“I guess I’m meeting your family.”

Billu nodded.

“I have to sort out … a few things,” Esha acknowledged. “We’ll figure it out, Billu.”

“Yes, Esha.”

“Together.”

“Hamesha.”







  

  
    About the Author
  


  
    Talia Bhatt is a transsexual lesbian and a transfeminist from India, whose dearest wish is to write the stories she wishes she could have read growing up. She lives in the United Kingdom with her dear wife and can be found teasing her future projects and opining on a few too many things on her Twitter account.


  


  
    
      
        You can connect with me on:
      


      

      
        
          
    
    twitter
    Created with sketchtool.
    
    
        
            
                
            
        
    


          
            https://twitter.com/talia_bhatt
          
        

      

      

      
    

  

  













OEBPS/825e841e91b854278cb18680affb29b31a4fde24_smallRaw.jpg
Dilhanigan

TALIA BHATT





OEBPS/images/825e841e91b854278cb18680affb29b31a4fde24_smallRaw.jpg
Dilhanigan

TALIA BHATT





