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Island of Voices 

Rati Pednekar 

Mumbai, India. 

Harit Mahajan was enjoying the feel of his new car. That smooth leather smell, the easy 
movement of the gear and the rush of speed as he pressed down on the accelerator. The only 
problem was that he couldn’t relish its full potential on a Monday morning. His brand new 
Mercedes was surrounded by peak hour traffic, though the incessant honking didn’t penetrate 
its tinted windows. He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel, sunlight glinting off his 
silver watch . The Bluetooth piece in his ear beeped and he tapped it: 

‘Rahul! Hey man! What’s up? Yeah I’m actually taking it out for a spin right now. Man 
it is such a sweet ride. You should definitely come around and see it. Yeah will do, see ya.’ 

He turned up the music, letting the quick beats of The Chainsmokers fill the car.  

Gargi Desai checked her appearance in her front camera once again. She made sure her 
shirt was tucked in okay and patted a stray hair back into her ponytail. Her plucked eyebrows 
arched above rectangular spectacles and her lips were painted a modest light brown. As her 
rickshaw bumped over potholes and swerved against traffic, she wiped sweat from her upper 
lip and kept the phone back in her lap. It’s okay, I’m going to be fine. First day as a junior 
consultant. First day as a junior anything. This was the start of her professional life and all the 
experience she had was a thirty-day internship where she’d spent all day on Facebook. The 
rickshaw driver made a sudden turn and Gargi’s hand jumped back to her hair.   

Mahadev Yadav was thinking about his daughter. He had dropped her off at school an 
hour ago but was already thinking about picking her up. The way she’d run out, her bag a little 
too big for her thin frame, with a wide smile on her face. The way she’d get on the same bike 
he was driving right now, and hold on to his t-shirt as tightly as she could. He wished he could 
go back to the evenings when they’d sit together and watch ‘Oggy and the Cockroaches’ on 
the small television they had opted to buy instead of an air conditioner. But not anymore. 
Nowadays he spent most evenings in the hospital.   

Gurmeet Khurana licked the coating of masala off her fingers. The strong tangy taste 
hit the roof of her mouth and she smacked her lips, satisfied. She reached into the shiny, plastic 
packet for another cheese ball but it was empty. Next to her, Ruth was chatting away. 

‘— and then she told Andrea to mind her own business. Bechari Andrea. She was only 
trying to help. What did she know about Dina’s husband’s drinking problem? Of course, you 
didn’t hear it from me haan. I don’t want my own name to be dragged into this. We all go to 
church together after all.’ 
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Gurmeet nodded along sympathetically. She never indulged in gossip herself, but she 
knew Ruth couldn’t resist it. They had known each other for a long time now. Gurmeet and her 
family had moved into a building seven years ago and one day Ruth had introduced herself as 
their neighbor, with some homemade cake. Once they discovered their common interest in 
shopping, the friendship was set in stone.  

‘Of course, of course.’ Gurmeet said in a hushed voice, ‘How’s Dina’s husband doing 
now though?’ 

Ruth pursed her lips and shook her head. 

Harit was nearing a traffic signal. The bright red circle gleamed in the daylight but Harit 
considered the empty road in front of him. The only cars were far ahead, tiny specks reflecting 
the sunlight. A lone man walked on the left side of the road but the rest of his way was clear.He 
pressed his foot down and the car shot ahead. He felt one moment of pure euphoria and then 
noticed movement out of the corner of his eye.  

A large blur was hurling itself towards him from a narrow lane to his left. It grew bigger 
and bigger. He twisted the steering wheel. The yellow and black divider loomed in front. He 
shifted his feet. Slammed the clutch and break. But wasn’t fast enough. The wheels screeched 
to a stop but not before the car hit the divider. Harit was thrown ahead in his seat, his chest 
colliding painfully with the steering wheel. There was a ringing in his ears. It was a small mercy 
that he hadn’t gained a lot of speed, or the damage would have been far worse. However, this 
realisation was lost on Harit who sat there rubbing his chest, shocked but fuming, glaring at the 
seatbelt he had neglected to wear.  

Gargi caught the metal bar in front of her as the rickshaw turned sharply and stopped.  

 ‘Kya hua—’ the question stopped halfway to her lips. A shiny, blue Mercedes had 
crashed into the end of the divider. It was now sitting right in the middle of the U-turn, blocking 
the road on both sides. A guy, old enough to be a college student, sat in the driver’s seat.  A 
little way away, a motorbike lay sideways on the road, a logo of a pizza slice on its side. A 
heavily built man in a blue t-shirt was picking himself up off the ground nearby.  

‘Shit.’  

She asked her rickshaw driver to squeeze through the traffic. 

 ‘How madam?’ came the reply.  

 A truck was blocking their way, unable to pass through between the front of the car and 
the footpath. Already traffic was building up behind them, honking and shouting slowly 
increasing in volume. Going backwards wasn’t an option. The only thing left to do was wait. 
When the driver said as much to Gargi, she put her hand up to her forehead and bit her lip. This 
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could take ages, and all because of some brat who wanted to show off his fancy car. She knew 
that kind of person. Had plenty of experience with kids like him, who got into colleges because 
their parents were benefactors. Then walked around like they owned the place.  

She craned her neck and looked outside the rickshaw. People on motorbikes simply 
drove onto the footpath and went on their way. Pedestrians walked on without sparing a glance. 
She looked at them wistfully, wishing she was close enough to the office to walk. People 
peeped out of windows of the surrounding buildings, looking for the source of the disturbance. 
Gargi noticed a red haired woman watering the plants on her window sill and in another balcony 
an old man in a white ganji stood sipping his tea. A crowd was gathering around the broken 
down car.  

Walking ahead and finding another rickshaw seemed unlikely in this area. She cursed 
the boy in the Mercedes and decided to send her new boss a text explaining the situation.   

It took a few minutes for the world to stop spinning. By the time he focused on his 
surroundings a number of people had accumulated around him. Somebody steadied him as his 
legs wobbled.  

 ‘Sit down,’ said a man’s voice.  

‘What happened?’ asked Mahadev.  

 ‘You crashed against a car,’ said the voice.  

 Mahadev looked around and saw his bike lying sideways on the road. It didn’t seem to 
be very damaged, except the box attached to its rear end had burst opened. The pizzas inside 
were now on the pavement in a mess of crushed cardboard. He rushed towards it but the world 
tilted again.  

 A man said something about an ambulance. But Mahadev quickly gained control of 
himself and refused. His left hand was bleeding and his knees felt bruised but it was nothing 
he couldn’t handle. There was something else he needed to see to first.  

He looked towards the perpetrator. Standing beyond the shiny blue car, he saw a young 
man dressed in the kind of clothes Mahadev was used to seeing behind panes of glass. As the 
man raised a hand to his hair, his silver watch glinted in the sunlight. That brief flash of light 
sparked him into action.  

By the time Gurmeet finished picking up all the contents of her purse from the taxi 
floor, Ruth’s hand was still on her heart. They had been in a deep conversation about the flaws 
of Salman Khan when their taxi had screeched to a stop, forcing both women to grab onto the 
seats in front.  

Ruth said, ‘My god. What was that?’ 



ISSUE 3.2 The UNIverse Journal: ISSN 2582-6352 June 2021 

                             An International Quarterly Refereed Open Access e-Journal 

22 

 

Gurmeet looked outside the window, trying to see past the crowd.  

‘What’s happened?’ Asked Ruth again.  

The taxi driver replied , ‘Gaadi aur bike ka takkar hua hai.’ 

‘Acha?’ Ruth switched to Hindi, ‘kaunsi gaadi hai?’ 

‘Mercedes lagti hai.’ 

Through a gap in the crowd Gurmeet saw a young boy standing by the car. He was 
wearing an expensive-looking white shirt over low slung blue jeans. Something in his posture 
changed as he strode ahead and came face to face with the damaged part of the car. He was 
clearly struggling not to panic, looking around frantically. But there was something about his 
sharp nose and light stubble that struck Gurmeet as familiar.  

She nudged Ruth, ‘That boy. The one from the car. I’ve seen him somewhere I’m sure 
of it.’ 

Ruth leaned towards the window to get a good look at him. ‘He doesn’t look like 
anybody from our building.’ 

‘No...Arrey haan he’s from my son’s school! Nikhil and him were in the same class. 
His name is Harit, if I’m not wrong. I remember seeing him and his khadus mother.’  

‘Why khadus?’ 

‘She was always on a high horse. Thought she was better than us just because she wore 
western clothes and heels unlike most of us.’  

Ruth tutted.  

The stream of curses flowing through Harit’s mind was not helpful in the least. The left 
headlight had completely shattered and the hood was crumpled from one side. Fuck. Fuck. 
What the hell was he supposed to do now. He tried to think clearly butall he could hear was his 
father’s voice repeating a single sentence: You’ve earned it. And now it was crashed in the 
middle of the road. He pulled his phone out and someone shouted in Marathi: 

 ‘Ey! Disat naahi ka?  

 A man in a blue t-shirt was standing on the other side of the car glaring at Harit. His 
arm was bleeding and his jeans were caked in dust. Seeing the motorbike fallen on its side, 
Harit put the pieces together. Harit knew enough Marathi to understand the accusation but not 
enough to respond, so he settled with yelling back in Hindi, ‘What? You were speeding, and 
it’s such a narrow lane, how was I to see?’ 
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 ‘I was speeding? Whose signal was on? Now who will pay for all this?’ He gestured 
towards his bike and the pizza boxes that had toppled onto the grimy pavement.  

 ‘Yeah, so? I’m going to have to pay for this!’ 

 Harit didn’t have the time or patience to worry about a couple of pizzas.  

Gargi’s eyes travelled between scene on the road and her watch every few seconds. 
Every moment the boy and the delivery man spent fighting made her more hopeless. It wasn’t 
until he turned and she saw his face that her train of thought drifted. She had seen the expression 
on his face before, the drawn up eyebrows and lines of pure panic, in a not so different situation.  

It was her best friend Sumit looking at her in that exact same way, next to his broken 
down jeep, three years ago on a highway in the middle of the night. The night they were 
supposed to be at a ‘sleepover’. She almost smiled at the memory of the punctured tire, and the 
car’s minor scrape against a tree. They had fallen out of the car unscathed, laughing in hysteria. 
Then reality had caught up with them.  

The music from Gargi’s headphones suddenly stopped and gave way to beeping. She 
picked up the call and said, ‘Haan, Ma?’ 

 ‘Where are you?’ said the same voice that had grounded her for three weeks all those 
years ago. Gargi explained the situation.  

‘Main tane kidhu tu. It's your first day, why didn't you wake up early?’ 

As the squabble continued, Gargi noticed an old man on a bicycle riding into the mess 
of vehicles. He looked thin and frail, wearing a round topi that covered wispy, white hair. There 
was a huge bag strapped to his cycle. Probably an istriwala, thought Gargi.  

Rahim had seriously considered leaving. Standing there, at the brink of the mess, he 
knew that he’d be able to guide his bicycle to the other side. It would be so easy to ride away 
from this whole incident, it wasn’t his problem anyway. But the alternative was moving from 
house to house handing pristinely ironed clothes back to their owners. If he reached 
Mrs.Sharma’s house early she might even offer him a cup of tea. It was at least six or seven 
houses before he could stop for lunch. The increasing crowd, the back and forth yelling between 
the two men, was far more appealing. Chalo, he thought, and strolled into the commotion.  

 He made out what they were saying as he got closer. He seemed to have arrived at the 
right time because at that moment the delivery man rushed forward in anger. The boy, Rahim 
noticed his youthful face, recoiled as the man slammed his hands on the car saying, ‘Who do 
you think you are?! Think you can go around doing whatever you like and I’ll just take it?’ 

 Rahim got to the front of the car, in between them. 
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 ‘Hey. Hey!’ 

He stretched out a hand on either side and tried to get his own voice heard.  

‘Tell me what happened.’ 

Mahadev could barely contain his frustration, even as he told the old man about the 
accident.   

 ‘What is it to him? This is nothing. He’ll go back to his family and his fancy house, and 
everything will be fine. Me? I’ll have to pay for these out of my pocket.’ He was getting riled 
up with every sentence. His mustache bristled with agitation and his words shifted from Hindi 
to Marathi without him realizing. ‘The office will make me work overtime for the delay, then 
how will I pick up my daughter at two o’ clock? My wife is stuck working at the hospital all 
day! And what’s worse is that my mother is lying in the same hospital but my wife can’t even 
see her because she needs to keep working. And her medicines are so expensive, we need every 
bit we can get!’ 

 The old man put a hand on Mahadev’s shoulder and guided him away from the car. He 
now stooped, grabbed hold of one end of the bike, and gestured to Mahadev to do the same at 
the other end. As the two of them slowly lifted the bike, the man said, ‘Look, you have every 
right to be angry but honestly? It is of no use to you.’ 

 The old man’s fluent Marathi didn’t surprise Mahadev. They both straightened; the bike 
sat upright, the sun gleaming off its mirrors.  

 ‘But the boy—’ Mahadev began.  

 ‘Look at him. He’s a child. And you know his kind of people, his family will do nothing 
to help you. Might as well get a move on.’  

 ‘But—’ 

 ‘Now, the faster you get back to your work place, the faster you get to your daughter.’ 

 The old man also told him where he could find a quick bandage for his arm despite 
Mahadev’s protests. Then chuckled and said, ‘Don’t forget to curse him on your way back. It 
will help.’  

Gurmeet smoothed out the pleats of her salwaar as she spoke about Harit’s mother.  

 ‘I remember, at every PTA meeting, she would make an entrance. Arrive late, on 
purpose. All heads would turn towards her and she would stand by the entrance, a purse 
dangling at her elbow. You know, Gucci or one of those things? And she’d always wear these 
fancy, formal looking shirts and pants. Which isn’t a bad thing, a lot of mothers dress that way. 
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But she’d look down on those that didn’t. Wrinkle her nose if any of us wearing a salwaar 
kameez were to talk to her. As if her high heels were better than my chappals. 

 ‘Even at our kitty parties, she’d make a big show and pay for the whole meal. All the 
other women would go oh Aishwarya you’re so generous, and when Suchitra was having 
difficulty paying the school fees for her son? Did she chip in like the rest of us? No. She 
conveniently forgot.  

 ‘And then she would go on and on about Harit. How he’s such a darling boy and works 
hard and gets such good grades. What a strong athlete, and plays the guitar too. I mean, he did 
top the class a fair few times but according to Nikhil, he was also really arrogant.’ 

 Ruth, who had been listening raptly, said, ‘Such a shame, such a shame. There’s always 
that one woman who thinks she’s better than the rest. I knew someone in my husband’s work 
group, a woman called Sheela…’ 

   

While the old, Muslim, istriwala was helping the delivery man get his things together, 
Harit finally had a few minutes to think by himself. The argument had escalated quickly, Harit 
hadn’t even realized what he was saying. His thoughts were all over the place. He rested a hand 
against his car, and scrolled through the contacts in his phone with his other, trying to gain 
control over himself. His shirt was sticking to his back, and the noise of the crowd was like an 
incessant buzzing. Pranav Chachu. Yes, Harit thought, Pranav Chachu would be able to handle 
this before his dad found out. He called his uncle, thinking about how that was the most 
important thing. His father could not find out.  

 It had been weeks and weeks, of studying. Late nights by his desk instead of out with 
his friends. Cups and cups of coffee, as he researched, took notes and learned about economic 
theories and sociological experiments. He’d even missed his best friend’s birthday. Just to 
prove himself to his father, that he wasn’t just a rich man’s son. That he deserved his place in 
the city’s top college. That choosing Arts hadn’t been a bad decision. And a two digit score 
had determined it all. 

 This car had been more than a lavish gift. It was a sign of acceptance, and support. His 
father always said, ‘Earn your place in life.’ And when his father handed over his car keys this 
morning, Harit had felt like he had earned it. Like now his father would take him more 
seriously, spend more time with him, give him more than just a cursory glance over the 
newspaper. But now, all those hopes were on the brink of this phone call. His uncle had saved 
him from a tight spot before, and could probably do it again. 

 The ringing stopped and a voice said, ‘Dial kiya gaya number abhi vyast hai. The 
number you have called is currently busy.’  
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Gargi was trying to decipher a one word text message she’d received from her boss – 
‘Ok’. Okay, it’s fine? Okay, you’re fired? No, they wouldn’t. Loud music from the rickshaw 
she was sitting in made herfrustration worse. When she asked the driver to reduce the volume 
he just gave her a sidelong glance and then turned back to his conversation with the driver in 
the truck next to them. They both seemed to be laughing at the boy from the Mercedes. To her 
right she saw the old, istriwala and the delivery man lift his bike back up. Bits of their 
discussion in Marathi floated towards her. She was a Gujarati herself, but could make out the 
gist of the conversation.  

 Gargi was in two minds about the boy. True, he was the reason she was stuck here. He 
hadn’t even apologized to the delivery man he knocked over. But the more she watched him 
pace and wring his hands, the more she felt bad for him. She’d had a wild college life too. Like 
that late night drive with Sumit a few years ago. She remembered days when her younger 
brother let her in the house at two a.m., while her parents were asleep. Spraying deodorant in 
her hair to mask the smell of smoke. This boy didn’t seem so different.  

 She was thinking she judged him too harshly when she noticed something small lying 
on the road near the divider.  

‘Harit, beta!’ Rahim called out.  

 Harit swiveled around. ‘How do you know my name?’ 

 Rahim  laughed and said, ‘It took me a while but I remembered where I’ve seen you. 
You live in Shakti Apartments right? Seventh floor?’ 

 ‘Uh, yes.’ 

 ‘I’m the istriwala who comes to your house every three days.’ Rahim chuckled. When 
Harit tried to smile and failed, Rahim said, ‘Come, let’s take a look at your car.’  

 Once again Harit couldn’t mask the shock on his face. Rahim laughed and said, ‘Kya 
saab, I’ve done this for so many people. You don’t need to own a car to know how it works.’ 
He lifted the hood and continued, ‘My brother is a mechanic. Growing up with him even I…’ 

 

Mahadev used a napkin to wipe the blood from his arm. It was a small graze and he 
could clean it up later. He was still infuriated with the conversation he’d had with the old man, 
but he couldn’t deny that he had a point. Arguing with this rich boy wouldn’t get him anything.  

 He was making sure he had all his things when someone tapped him on the shoulder. 
He turned to see a young girl formally dressed in a blue shirt and black pants. She spoke in 
slightly broken Marathi, ‘Uncle, you – uh – dropped this when you fell.’ 
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 She handed him a brown, slightly worn out wallet. Mahadev patted his empty pocket, 
took it back and said, ‘Oh, I hadn’t even realized. Thank you so much.’  

 She smiled and asked, ‘Um, your daughter’s photo inside?’ 

 He opened it and nodded, looking at the thumb size photograph of Ria. That wide smile 
and those pigtails always cheered him up. ‘Yes, it is.’  

 The girl smiled and said, ‘Khoop cute aahe,’ and then walked away.   

Gurmeet had unknowingly zoned out of the conversation she was having with Ruth. It 
took her a few seconds to realize that Ruth had stopped speaking and was looking at her 
expectantly. She shook her head a little and said, ‘Oh, I’m so sorry, what were you saying?’ 

 Ruth said, ‘It’s okay. You’re still thinking about that woman right?’ 

 ‘I can’t help it yaar. It was a few years ago but she left such an impact.’ Gurmeet 
scowled and continued, ‘This one time I bumped into her at a mall, some of my friends were 
with me. You know Anjali and Rekha na? And it was so embarrassing. She was so 
condescending. At firsts she didn’t even remember my name! Then she says “how’s Nikhil? I 
heard he didn’t do so well”. Can you believe it?’ 

 ‘She actually said that? Oh god. You know what you should do? You should message 
all the people in your kitty. You’re still in touch aren’t you? Tell them that the topper of the 
class is here, that he knocked over a poor delivery man and crashed his own car. Plus we’ve 
been stuck here for so long now.’ 

 ‘I mean, I could do that.’ Gurmeet looked out the window to where the boy stood with 
his back to them as an old man looked over his car. One hand was gripping his phone tightly, 
and he kept running the other one through his hair. She remembered Nikhil doing the same 
thing, whenever he had done something wrong. Like that time he was called to the principal’s 
office for being in a fight. Or the time he broke her favourite vase, or what he’d mistaken for 
her favourite vase. She almost laughed.  

 ‘But I don’t think I should.’  

 

Harit shifted from foot to foot as Rahim went on about his childhood. Finally he put the 
hood back down and concluded that they would be able to move the car to the side of the road. 

 ‘Move it to the side? And then?’ 

 ‘And then you’ll have to call someone to tow it. But it can’t stay here until then, look 
around.’ 
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 Harit did. And finally realized that it wasn’t just him stuck in this jam. Faces looked 
out at him from rickshaws, taxis, cars and trucks. All piled up around his Mercedes. Waiting, 
stuck, because of him.  

 He nodded.  

 Rahim got a few people around them to help move the car. Harit let the handbrake down 
and kept a hand on the steering wheel, as everybody else helped push the car. Rahim took on 
the role of coordinator, telling other rickshawalas and car drivers to shift around their vehicles 
to let the Mercedes pass through. All the while his bicycle and bag of clothes remained leaning 
against the wall by the footpath, as if peacefully watching.  

Gargi stood on the road, thinking about her conversation with the man. It astonished 
her how gentle he had seemed as opposed to when he was arguing with the boy. She watched 
as the car was moved to the side of the road. Random pedestrians had stopped to help. That 
wasn’t unusual when it came to such accidents but it surprised her each time she saw or heard 
of it. Because she had never felt the inclination to do so herself.  Stuff like this happens all the 
time. There’s always someone else to offer help. It’s not my problem anyway. But that wasn’t 
the point was it? Maybe she could be that someone else this time.  

 Once the car had safely been moved, Gargi made her way towards the boy. He was 
checking his phone again.  

 ‘Excuse me.’  

 He looked up and she smiled awkwardly. ‘Um, here.’ She showed him her phone, there 
was a contact number on the screen. ‘That’s to a tow truck service. They seem pretty reliable, 
in my experience.’ She ended with a shrug.  

 To her surprise the boy said, ‘Oh. Yeah, thanks.’ 

 As he took down the number Gargi said, ‘I know this is none of my business. But I did 
overhear that man talking about some medical issues his family is facing. His mother’s in the 
hospital. It seems like he really needs…help.’ 

 The boy looked at her for a few seconds and then said, ‘Yeah, I’ll…um...keep that in 
mind. Thanks, again.’  

 She gave him a small smile, said it was no problem and walked away. The crowd on 
the road was clearing up. She walked around a taxi with two women in them and crossed the 
road. As she got in her rickshaw, her mind returned to her boss’s text message and her gaze 
returned to her watch. 

Rahim walked towards his bicycle. Pretty satisfied with his doing, he thought my work 
here is done, when someone called out to him. He turned to see Harit hurrying towards him.  
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 ‘Uncle,’ he said, ‘I know I’ve caused a lot of trouble today. To him more than anybody.’ 
He gestured to the delivery man who was getting on his bike. ‘I don’t think he would want me 
to talk to him. But this is the least I can do.’ He handed a few five hundred rupee notes to 
Rahim and said, ‘Could you please give this to him? And— tell him I’m sorry about 
everything?’ 

 Rahim looked at the boy’s face and knew he was scared. After all, Mahadev looked 
quite intimidating. But the gesture seemed earnest. So he took the money and said, ‘Of course, 
I’ll give it to him.’ 

 A look of relief spread across Harit’s face and he walked back towards the car. Rahim 
waved at Mahadev to not leave yet. He considered slipping one of these notes up his sleeve. 
Neither Harit nor Mahadev would ever know. He could buy his friends a round of drinks at the 
bar in the night. But Mahadev needed it more. Rahim knew what it was like to have someone 
in the hospital. For the treatment to be available but not be able to afford it.  So he narrated the 
conversation between him and Harit to Mahadev, and then gave him the money. Mahadev 
scowled at first but then accepted the money, and drove away. Soon Rahim was back on his 
trail of houses, trading ironed clothes for un-ironed ones. And when anybody asked him why 
he was late, he chuckled and said, ‘I was solving a puzzle.’  

Mahadev was on his way back to the restaurant. He could almost feel those five hundred 
rupee notes sitting in his wallet right now. They were crisp and new, standing out against the 
rest of the cash. No, it didn’t solve all his problems. And if he saw that boy again he couldn’t 
promise that he wouldn’t push him around a little. But only a little. 

 He’d get the new pizzas and deliver them as fast as possible, pick up his daughter and 
get her home. His neighbours could take care of her while he worked overtime. And after he 
cooked dinner, while his wife worked relentlessly to care for her mother, Mahadev might tell 
Ria a story. About a fight between a shiny, blue car and a rusty, old scooter. The scooter won. 
He may not be able to give her the world, but he could give her a story.  

As their taxi started up again, Ruth said, ‘Are you sure?’ 

 Gurmeet nodded. She thought about the other stuff she had heard, rumours about Harit’s 
mother. Hints of an unhappy marriage. Things she hadn’t mentioned to Ruth because she 
wasn’t sure, and it wasn’t relevant. Or that’s what she told herself.  

 ‘Honestly Ruth,’ she said, ‘we’ve got better things to do.’   

They got a good look at the damaged front of the sleek Mercedes as their taxi sped by.  

 The radio started playing ‘Patakha Guddi’ from the movie Highway. Ruth lit up. ‘Oh, 
I know this song, it’s beautiful.’ She sang two lines and said, ‘See, my Punjabi’s getting better 
no?’ 
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 It was the easiest bit of the song, still Gurmeet grinned and said, ‘Yes, it is. Thode 
dinach tu vi mere jayi changi Punjabi bolegi.’  

 ‘I hope so!’  

 Harit, for the first time in his life, felt like he was solving his own problem. And it was 
terrifying, to not have a doting uncle or even a harsh father around, telling him exactly what to 
do. The tow truck was on its way. Of course, he would face his father eventually. His throat 
constricted at the thought, the same way it had when he had so nearly made that call. If the girl 
hadn’t shown up he would have made it, and somehow that felt like giving up.  

 He would take responsibility for this. See that the car made it to the garage, pay his 
father back as soon as he could. If this day had taught him anything, it was that his problems 
were easier tackled than those of most people. And whenever he thought things were getting 
too difficult he would remind himself of a funny, old man who was an istriwala and knew about 
cars and could talk about getting drunk with his brother while being immeasurably kind all at 
the same time. 

 

  


