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he following week, Farah paid her share of the loan. It

was Tuesday again, and the women met at Saloni’s

home. Bandit was banished outside after Saloni and

Farah each expressed their displeasure. Preity, however, had

rubbed his ears with enthusiasm, laughing when he licked her

scars. Geeta felt a silly spark of jealousy seeing Bandit take so

eagerly to the woman. After the collection, Farah presented the

other four women with samosas, made fresh that morning, as a

thank-you for their patience with her.

“I figured it’d be a nice treat before we all fast tomorrow.”

Farah lowered her gaze and touched her unadorned nose. “I

mean,” she corrected herself sadly. “Before you all fast.”

Geeta watched the performance with self-deprecating irony

—how had she fallen for this?—but the twins rushed to

encompass her in their sympathy. Though Farah was Muslim

and Karva Chauth was a Hindu festival, all the married women

fasted together, from sunrise until the full moon rose, for their

husbands’ long lives.

“I’m okay, I’m okay,” Farah said, fanning her shimmering

eyes. “Don’t worry about me!”

Farah’s recent widow status had deepened everyone’s well of

understanding. Suddenly, there’d never been a question of Farah

mooching or defaulting; all the women could vouch for Farah’s

superb character, they’d always known she’d come through. In

fact, hadn’t all of them volunteered to cover Farah’s portion of

the loan repayment? They’d ultimately given Geeta that honor as



she was their group’s leader, but any one of them would have

been delighted to do so.

“Potatoes with extra peas for you,” Farah said to Geeta,

handing her a plastic container. The tiffin boxes she had

distributed to the other women were metal. “Your favorite.

You’ve really been losing weight, Geetaben,” she announced

loudly. Saloni made a plosive sound of derision. “I hope you’re

not falling ill.”

Preity used her free hand as a plate as she bit into a samosa.

“Tasty!”

“Like, so tasty,” Priya gushed. “But we should be bringing

you food. After what you’ve been through…”

Saloni did not open her tiffin box.

Farah made herself demure. “Oh,” she said. “It’s been

difficult, of course, but we’re managing. I don’t like to speak ill

of the dead, but…”

The women leaned toward her, the scent of promising gossip

stronger than the fried food.

Farah sighed, as though begrudgingly relinquishing a

treasure. “Samir was a drinker.”

“No!” Preity gasped.

“O Ram,” Priya moaned.

“Yes, it’s true. He was a drinker, and that’s not all.” Farah

paused and closed her eyes, summoning courage. “He struck

me. Often.”

“No!”

“O Ram!”

“Excuse me,” Geeta said. “Are we all just going to pretend

that that’s news? That we all didn’t see her busted face last

week? I have eggplants less black than her eye was.”



Except for Saloni, who looked at Geeta with more

bemusement than annoyance, the women ignored her. After

pulling in a brave breath, Farah added, “And I’m ashamed to

say, he hit the kids, too.”

“No!”

“O Ram!”

“Oh brother,” Geeta muttered.

Perhaps it should’ve been a relief that she wasn’t the only

sucker in the group. Ramesh had manipulated her plenty, kept

her in a suspended state of believing she didn’t deserve him. Her

pride could admit that because she’d been so very young and so

very in love. But to be played by a seeming dolt like Farah

stung, and Geeta required a plan to remind Farah of their

hierarchy.

This past week had been odd in its mildness. Geeta had

risen and worked with her usual diligence. She’d eaten with her

usual appetite. Apparently, all you had to do was get used to

something, then it was like it couldn’t have happened any other

way. While it was true humans were impressive in their capacity

to adapt, Geeta felt it should have taken her longer to grow

accustomed to being a murderess. Even three weeks would have

been more respectable. But—and this was shameful to admit,

though more for its immaturity than moral repugnancy—what

truly troubled Geeta about the week before was how she’d left

things with Karem.

The initial humiliation that left her promising to never lay

eyes on him again dissipated, replaced by the urge to reconcile.

She required a friend now more than ever and, while she would

confess nothing to Karem, his company would have been a

balm.

So, earlier that day, before this meeting, she’d capitulated.

After tucking her pride in the back of her closet and grabbing

the slightly softening bottle gourd, she walked to his store.



Music played from the shops, all of which boasted of sales that

were not really sales. Most households were preparing for

tomorrow’s festival, buying henna cones, clay pots, sieves

decorated in tinsel, new thali plates. Karva Chauth celebrations

were a recent trend and women were dedicated to ensuring that

everything was in its proper place on their prayer plates: the

rice, the vermillion, the water cup, the diya and incense. Why

anyone would voluntarily add another fast to the already endless

list of fasts was beyond Geeta. But apparently movies could

make anything popular and romantic.

The participants also check-listed the sixteen adornments of

married women: the solah shringar. From bindis to anklets,

armbands to kohl. Gold noosed around their neck, arms, waist,

ankles and feet, wrists and fingers, ears, and of course, nose.

For her own wedding day, Geeta had chosen a haathful piece,

four rings linked to a bracelet by delicate gold chains. Saloni

had been adamant that the aarsi, a fat thumb ring with a mirror

on it (so that a veiled bride could catch a glimpse of her groom),

suited Geeta better. Ramesh had sided with Geeta, though his

loyalty had sounded like anything but (It’s not meant for your

build; your fingers are too stubby). In any event, after her father

died, Ramesh had sold all of her solah shringar, except her

wedding necklace, that stalwart rope tying her to the tree.

Karem’s shop was empty, the plastic boxes of his wife’s

atrocities as dusty as usual.

“More tharra?” Karem asked without looking up from his

ledger.

“Ah, no.”

“Then?”

“I—I wanted to see how you were doing after…”

“After you came into my house uninvited to shame and

insult me?”



Had she done that? Geeta felt dazed. Her words tripped.

“No, I meant after Bada-Bhai and the business stuff.”

“I’m fine.”

“Really?”

“No, Geeta, not really. I have children depending on me and

nothing to give them. They’re my top priority. I don’t have time

to make you feel better about the shitty way you treat people.”

She’d felt so ashamed that she stammered an apology and

fled, still carrying the gourd.

Now, during this ridiculous loan meeting, she’d been

thinking about the savings in her armoire. It was the height of

foolishness, but she was tempted to give it to Karem. Not to

bribe his forgiveness, but the universe’s. Amends were in order.

She’d stolen a life but could help five others’. He’d never take it

if she offered, but he didn’t have to know its source. She could

delay the refrigerator a while longer; after all, she’d made it this

far. Such goodwill wouldn’t buy her into the heaven she only

faintly believed in, but it might ease her nights. An idiom her

mother’d often said returned to her: After eating nine hundred

mice, the cat goes to Hajj.

Farah was still talking. “…trying to be strong for them. I

don’t want to focus on the negative, you know, I just want to

remember the good times with Samir—”

“Like when he was asleep?” muttered Geeta.

“—and move forward and provide for my children. Which

it’s a privilege to do.”

“Yes, so rewarding.”

“Joys of motherhood.”

“You’re brave,” Preity said, shaking her head. The

movement swung her hair, revealing the tiny nub that remained

of her ear.



Priya said, “Like, so brave.” Geeta had noticed a while back

that Priya, perhaps in solidarity, had also stopped wearing

earrings.

“She’s brave?” Geeta gaped, gesturing to Preity with a wild

hand. “What about you?”

Preity blinked. “What about me?”

“Seriously? Has everyone gone mad?”

Farah coughed. “Geetaben, aren’t you gonna eat?”

“I’ve lost my appetite.”

“But I made them especially for you!” Farah looked

crestfallen. “I wanted to thank you for all your help.”

Preity wrapped an arm around Farah’s crumpled shoulders.

“Rude.”

Priya glared. “Like, so rude.”

“For fuck’s sake,” Geeta snapped. “Here.” She yanked off

the plastic lid and selected a fried pyramid. Making elaborate

eye contact with the twins, she bit into one tip. Though the

dough was dry and adhered to the back of her throat, she

emitted loud noises of enjoyment. As she concentrated on

swallowing, she looked down at the now open samosa. Turmeric

and masala dyed the potatoes yellow, but the peas retained their

bright green skins. One pea in particular, however, appeared

faded, a shabby sibling of the others. Geeta squinted and

recognized the small jewel of a mosquito coil nestled into her

samosa with the loving concentration of a dressmaker’s hand.

She choked and immediately looked at Farah. Farah was

ready, her smile impish, her brown eyes clear and healed and

waiting. She winked so quickly Geeta couldn’t be sure she

hadn’t just imagined it. Geeta coughed and Saloni thumped her

back, continuing, Geeta noticed, long after she stopped hacking.

“You can,” she wheezed. “You can stop hitting me now.”



“It’s okay,” Saloni assured her pleasantly. “I don’t mind it.”

 

After the meeting, Geeta cut open the samosas and found

mosquito-coil pieces in all four. First Samir, now Farah. Talk

about “dropping from the sky only to get stuck in a date tree.”

Geeta stood in her kitchen nook, staring at the deconstructed

samosas, trying to digest the new turn of events. She’d heard or

read somewhere that people didn’t panic in emergencies so

much as they froze, their brains unable to draw from a

comparable previous experience, so they were simply glued to

an awful moment, spinning their wheels in amber.

What she desired was to return to anger. Fury was fuel, at

least temporarily, before despair chased it away. She found,

however, that she couldn’t summon any. Exhaustion held her

immobile. She didn’t feel each of her years so much as she felt

each of the lonely ones. Do something, she instructed herself, do

one productive thing and hope it will lead to another.

So she burned her trash, in case Bandit poked around and

ate the samosa remains. As the smoke plumed, Geeta regarded

Bandit, who was investigating the carcass of a busted cricket

ball. His pudgy haunches waggled in the air as he tripped over

his own paw in excitement. His tail was an extravagant stole,

wasted on a dog his size, but pleasing all the same. He was a

harmless whelp who was more obsessed with cadging physical

affection than serving any master. And yet—Farah was wary of

him and his bite. Bandit was the one weakness of Farah’s that

Geeta knew of. Given that she was currently burning poison

meant for her, perhaps it would behoove her to make use of it.

“Bandit!” she called. He responded promptly, tail flicking

like a feather duster as he trotted. She’d discovered early on that

he’d been trained with English commands. Whatever his

previous name, Bandit could come, stop, sit, and stay.



Inside her home, she shucked her pillow and wrapped its

case around her arm. She tapped Bandit’s face; he shied away

but returned. His ears drew back when she rapped his snout

again, but his mood remained buoyant. With his front paws, he

tried to stay her arm and lick her nose. She fended him off to hit

his face again. Finally irritated, he sulked away from her, mopey

tail dragging across her floor.

“Bandit! Come.”

When he complied, she hit him again. Before she could

blink, his jaw was around her pillow-cased wrist. The points of

his small teeth poked her through the thin material, but he was

careful to only warn, not injure.

“Good boy! That’s attack, Bandit. Attack. Do you

understand? Attack.” She shook him loose and repeated the

exercise until dusk darkened her window. As rewards, she gave

him Parle-G biscuits and belly rubs. Finally, she removed the

abused pillowcase and set it on the kitchen floor. She stood on

the other side of her home, near her desk.

“Attack!” she said, pointing. “Bandit, attack!”

Bandit came to her, stout legs waddling.

“No, Bandit,” she said. “Over there. See where I’m pointing?

Over there. Licking is not attacking, Bandit. Attack!” He

snuffed her hand for an unearned biscuit. “No, no treat. Bad

dog. Very bad!”

After many failed attempts, Bandit eventually obeyed,

hurling himself toward the pillowcase. His ears canted back in

aggression. He growled. Geeta clapped her approval. As soon as

Bandit shook out the case, he found the entry and wormed his

butt inside, wiggling into the makeshift bed. He then fell asleep.

She looked at him, self-swaddled and content. “I’m gonna

die.”


