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ABSTRACT 
STORYWALL 

SEPTEMBER 2014 
SHASTRI AKELLA, B.S., ANDHRA UNIVERSITY 

M.S., ANDHRA UNIVERSITY 
MFA, UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST 

Directed by: Professor Sabina Murray 
 

Storywall is a work of fiction, a gay love story between a Hindu street theater actor and a British-Jew 

set in 1970s India. 

The story begins with the father’s letter arriving from London, the mother running down the 

stairs to collect it, and the children, Shagun (narrator), the twins, Chitra and Didi watching her the 

only time she’s happy. The next day Shagun watches the twins drown. Later, when Chitra has an 

arranged marriage, to a man two decades older than she, and leaves for Dubai, Shagun meets his 

father (who works in London), for the first time at the age of twelve. He sees his parents having sex 

and soon after, in an altercation he has with his father, he gets punched. His father returns to 

London, his mother begrudges him that return, and he leaves home to study in a boarding school. 

There, his man-breasts earn him his classmates’ ridicule and he is also molested by his senior. 

By pretending that the act of abuse is in fact consensual––by associating himself thus with an 

older boy––he scares his classmates and they stop teasing him. He finds relief from his tormented life 

at last by participating in a street theater play: By abandoning his own identity and adopting the 

identity of the mythic princess. After Didi dies in a car crash, he drops out of high school and joins 

the troupe despite his mother’s disapproval. 

To create as much distance as possible between his broken home life and himself, Shagun 
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travels far with his street theater troupe. He creates a collaborative play with a theater school, 

enacting a creation myth, and on the day the play is staged, he meets and befriends Marc, a young 

Anglo-Jew who works for the railways and plays folk music. 

The two become attracted to each other, but each time they get physically close, Shagun has 

sensory shutdowns: he loses briefly his capacity for touch, sight, hearing. He also starts having 

hallucinations thereafter: glimpses of his dead family members. He takes this as a sign that just as he 

caused the death of his other family members, he would cause the death of Marc as well. 

Shagun stays back in Doon to work with the theater school for a year, and the friendship 

between Marc and him thickens and Marc introduces Shagun to his circle of Anglo-Indian friends, 

artists who live on the fringes of society. After seeing a couple at a newly-opened disco, Marc starts 

making physical advances towards Shagun, which he resists. 

Upset, Marc asks that they abstain from any physical intimacy until Shagun shares and 

resolves the reason for his withdrawal. 

Marc takes Shagun home for the Dusherra festival, and on his return, Shagun gets a telegram 

that his mother is critically ill. He goes home and discovers that his father died in a construction 

accident in London and this has made her sick. She gives him the father’s diary and then dies by 

falling down the stairs. He buries her ashes and his father’s photos in the backyard and shifts their 

pictures to the Storywall. 

On returning, while Marc provides him with support that help heal out of his mother’s 

death, the tension between the two increases as Marc demands, and Shagun refuses to address the 

reason that has affixed on their relationship a chastity that neither of them desire, and on the night 
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Shagun performs the play of the mythic transgender Chitrangada—in which he includes the kiss 

between two women which his theater chief prohibits—Marc, who’s drunk, forces himself upon 

Shagun. 

Shortly thereafter, the two part ways and Shagun’s hallucinations worsen: he starts seeing 

himself dressed as Chitrangada and one day he comes to in a mall in the costume of Chitrangada, 

remembering neither entering the mall nor putting the costume on. 

In order to recover he sanity, he busies his mind with a different task: he decides on repairing 

his relationship with his father and taking his diary, he gets himself arrested into the prison which his 

father built and slowly he rewrites his childhood, making place in his memories for his father. 

He then returns home and takes up a new trade: painting for the faces of dead, and it is in 

this time that he discovers the reason for his sensory shutdown and understands that part of 

resolving it would including writing a journal, chronicling his past in order to uniquely establish his 

identity. 

Shagun writes thereafter to Marc asking that they reunite, now that he’s cured, and soon 

after, Marc and he meet again and live together in Shagun’s bungalow. They decide on establishing a 

solid present together before they take their relationship to its next level. 

On the night when they decide to become lovers, however, Shagun has a near-drowning 

experience in a bathtub and Marc rescues him. He’s in coma for two weeks and his recovery process 

is aided by Marc reading out for him the journal pages that he’s written. 

The novel ends with Marc taking Shagun out of the hospital for the first time after six 

months. Together they go to the sea with Shagun dressed in the costume of Chitrangada. 
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{I a Parrot, You the Looter} 

 

We chose the day of the eclipse to become lovers at last. You adorned the bed with a canopy of 

jasmine: To mark the occasion, I’m losing my virginity at twenty-seven, you said. 

We went to the sea that afternoon to partake of the eclipse ritual, walking down the fish 

market where boys arranged snakeheads and prawns in baskets, shooed thieving crows with a stick, 

whipped black tarps with hemp ropes, raising clouds of dust, one boy squatted over a gutter, his 

shorts bunched around his knees. You pointed at him and hollered, Your grandfather and mine took 

a shit together! You craned your neck and tilted your head and bared your teeth and broke into a 

manic blinking, and he brandished at you a weak fist and pulled up his shorts and took to his feet, 

water spilling out of his rusting caddy, pockmarking the muddy street with blobs fat and dark. 

What a bloody random thing to do to some poor kid, I said. 

You said, I do not expect you to understand, Mr. Wyndham, the vulgar humor that poor 

brown people share in the name of affection. 

You tempting our queen to take charge of your country again? Surely she’d want to do 

something about such wonderful imitations of our public school accent. 

Racist, we exploded together. Your certainty that Papa was English was outstripped by your 

surprise that Mama was a Jew raised in India. How mesmerized you were by her wartime migration, 

by the history of her people in your homeland. You always felt one with the exile. 

On reaching the beach, we peeled off our shirts and trousers and heaped them over our 

sandals and towel and joined the crowd in their plunge, landing with a splash, the sea swallowing 
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our feet, lapping at our calves, the cold water then arresting our speed, so that we surged forward 

slowly like creatures of the sea, knees, bellies, chests surrendered to salty blue waters that eddied 

about our necks, drenched our tongues, made us pucker our mouths.  

You watched a faraway wave, a liquid wall of gray curling and gaining height and 

momentum. It was the twins you remembered, I could tell, clenched as your face was with a 

particular breed of pleasure, the sort we receive by reliving painful memories. I wrapped a hand 

around your shoulder. You placed your palm on my belly. Together we bobbed on the waves. A 

clique of priests in saffron shawls cast in the air fistfuls of rose petals in time to sonorous chanting. 

One landed on my nose. You peeled it, tucked it behind my ear. You appealed to the sea god, asking 

him to rid our bodies of the ill-effects of the eclipse. 

We stepped out, passing four priests who raised their hands and blew in tandem their conch 

shells, sand squelching, water belching under our feet. After towel-drying each other we held hands 

and walked away, the gesture common enough among men who were friends to not merit 

scandalous stares. We held in our spare hands our sandals. On the road we left dark sandy footprints. 

In the night we went back with three bottles of whiskey. A celebration was in order before 

we belonged to each other. I stuck our bottles in a pocket of pebbles, and when the tide was out, 

waves rushed over them and left thick rims of forth on their green necks. Their glistening glass 

bodies, touched by the wind, cooled our drink. You drank—drank a little too much, too quickly. 

On returning home you clamored for a tub of cold water to relieve you of your nausea.  
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To keep you awake I sang you one of our elephant songs. But you fell asleep anyway, and so 

did I. Rousing myself from my failed vigil I found you in the tub. Underwater. Seaweed hair. Your 

flaccidly floating penis a plucked river flower, bobbing on the surface. 

The day was bruised with the scent of sea. Sundried salt and stale fish.  

You tell me you’re cursed, you lost everyone you dared to love, but look at you now: 

trading, on the night that was to be ours, your new clothes for a blue hospital gown. 

 

You are to be administered the medicine of memory; I am to read to you your journal entries, but 

the pages on which you recorded them were all jumbled. So I organized them into chapters which I 

named, then arranged the chapters into a narrative. 

You once told me about India’s primal storytellers, one a thief who forsook his profession 

and wrote the Ramayana, the other, a celestial parrot who took a human birth and organized the 

stories of the gods into an epic in the human tongue: the Mahabharata.  

We are, you and I, thief and parrot to the same story. Once upon a time there lived by the 

sea a boy who at eight was witness his sisters’ deaths, who met his father after he turned fifteen, got 

photographed when he was peeing, was called Bitch Bags in high school, performed for a street 

theater troupe, played princess, queen, demon, god, lost every member of his family, almost lost his 

mind, seeing the dead, seeing himself in the green gown of a mythic transgender. He became, in 

time, the love of my life.   

—Marc Wyndham (06/06/86) 
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still 

Time Canto, Elephant Song—I  
Trans. from Judeo-Malayalam 

Music – Raga Megh 
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{I}:{Before Mud and Milk Migrated} 

 

After the school bell tolled through last lectures of the day, the twins and I ran into the school 

church, its moist stone walls and candlelight, that kept the brightness inside down to a mellow 

dimness, a welcome refuge after the stifling heat of our classrooms and the glare of desk soaked in 

sunlight. We closed the door behind us and crammed all our buttocks on the wooden bench in front 

of the piano. We turned serious, frowning faces to the sheet-notes, and drummed with all our 

forefingers the ebony keys, batting our stiff legs, swaying our tilted heads. My hair was dry as 

sagebrush and flecked with chalk-dust. 

Over our cacophony we heard my name and relieved the piano of our butchery and saw 

Chitra at the door, backlit, thumbs plugged into her ears, her eyes screwed shut, as if watching our 

performance had the same effect as listening to our jarring melody. 

She said, What did I tell you about not fooling around on first Saturdays? Didi sends me 

packing and I have to come get you guys. Pah. Now hurry, hurry. Or he’ll be there before us. 

We were praying to Jesus for mummy, I said as we stepped out, looking at Chitra with pious 

eyes and a grin. The twins giggled. 

Chitra said, If I were you I’d be careful not to say Jesus or mummy in front of Mother. 

Unless you want to study in the government school. There goes all your English down the drain. 

The twins and I said, screwing our noses, imitating Mother, You and your missionary school. 

Sinful, sinful. 
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Didi was waiting for us under the banyan, the paint staining, this time, her chin. China-

white. Together we ran out of our school and into Lawson’s Colony, bolting past courtyards where 

peacocks fought around marble fountains, past curbsides heaped with coconuts and fences choked 

with dead poppy vines. A draft sent papery bougainvillea flying into our faces and brought us the 

tang of pickled mangoes, sundried all day on terrace tops, now being put away in anticipation of the 

dusk shower. The silhouette of a man cycled towards us, the sea behind him a deep blue watercolor.  

The postman, cried the twins. 

We picked up speed by a pace, turning into the cobbled road that ended on our bungalow, 

the postal address of every house on our street reduced to the nomenclature of color and an 

affiliation with our prosperous neighbors. We were Pink House, Next to Lawson’s Colony. 

Close on our heels, the postman sounded his cycle bell. We pushed open the door and ran 

up to the post of the winding mahogany staircase. I tilted my head and at once smiled and panted, 

hot sweat trickling down my forehead. Her shadow crossed the window that faced the corridor and 

then she sprang out of her room.  

Mother plunged down the stairs, gathering in her hand the pleats of her sari that stretched 

from her slender waist to her slippered feet in three even folds. She tore past us, a string of jasmine 

fastened to her hair with a tortoiseshell pin, flailing in her wake.  

Incredible, Didi said, drawing the scent in with a deep breath.  

Because Mother reached the door precisely when the postman did, Chitra shook her head 

and said, No, Didi, that’s incredible. 

The postman said, Lucky for you, the first Saturday of the month falls early this time. 
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With two mottled fingers he handed Mother an envelope and the acknowledgement form 

for a money order. She signed the form and returned it to him, and as he dampened his thumb on 

his tongue and began counting a wad of ten-rupee notes, Mother tore open the envelope, took 

Father’s letter out, and holding it close to her face, she read it, slowly lowering her upper eyelid until, 

when she reached the end, her lashes met.  

Did she shut her eyes to focus and find under the smell of the foreign stationary a whiff of 

Father’s hand, a lingering scent of his room? Did she trace his touch, his fist moving as he penned 

one line then another, his fingers tapping at the edges of the page when he paused between thoughts? 

Did she hear his voice in her head, reading out those sentences? I’d never seen Father. Only his 

photograph, its staged, static depiction revealing nothing of what his face looked like when anger 

erupted to its surface, when it settled in pleasure’s placid currents. Incapable of imagining him in any 

physical way, I pictured, instead, Mother trying to summon his presence after she read his letter. 

The postman coughed into his fist. Mother opened her eyes and took the bundle of rupee 

notes he held out. I hope London is treating Shalya sahib well? he inquired.  

What are you thinking? said Chitra, pulling my forefinger away from my lips. 

Postman Uncle asked the same question for three years now. 

Chitra said, You saw him for three years. Uncle asked that even when you were a baby. 

Mother offered him a ten-rupee note. He pocketed it, stroked his beard and looking at the 

twins, he said, Will you English Ammas gives me a show? Just today I told your teacher she was 

right. You two speak English like British schoolgirls.  
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The twins gurgled in joy and hooking their fingers in front of their puffed-out chests they 

canted their heads and began, almost in chorus, I'd like to be, under the sea, in an octopus' garden. 

They gave him the whole Beatles song. The postman licked his slackened lips, enamored, it seemed, 

by the very shape of each letter, each word stitched to perfection by the twins’ supposedly British-

sounding tongues. Didi, who introduced us to the track, beamed. The postman waved his fist to 

cries of bravo, bravo, the word dented by his accent. Bra-boo. Bra-boo 

What are you laughing at, boy, said the postman. You must stitch your son a new shirt, 

Madam. Boys, I tell you. They wear out their clothes and your patience.  

Behind his thick scratched glasses, his ancient eye winked at me. I touched the little holes 

beside my shirt buttons.  

Mother plodded up the stairs, staring fixedly at the letter in her hand. I pictured a butterfly 

flying back into the chrysalis, choosing a cotton cage over flight and fresh air. That was incredible. 

After Mother’s shadow followed her into her room, Chitra counted to sixty and looked at 

Didi. She nodded. The twins clamped a hand over their mouths and giggled, excited at the prospect 

of sneaking up on Mother. Together we scaled the staircase with soft, measured steps and then 

crawled down the corridor and crouched behind the door jamb and peeped into her room that we 

were allowed to enter only on our birthdays.  

The mirror of her dresser held her reflection. She had changed into one of her old cotton 

saris. She sat on her bed, reclined against the headboard. With lowered eyes and the rhythmic sweep 

of her thin hand she was stitching fabric mirrors onto a purple sheet. Geeta Dutt sang on the radio, 
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her mellow love ballad crackling over a dull static. Mother hummed along. I wanted to touch the 

down on the rim of her ear, to put my ear close to her lips and collect her voice.  

Outside the window of her room dark clouds got together and rumbled. A cool breeze 

brought in the soughing of the sea-waves and the scent of wet earth. Mother set her stitching aside 

and went to the window with her old Kodak camera, waiting for us to appear in the courtyard so she 

could photograph us playing hopscotch in the first rain of monsoon. So we ran down the stairs. But 

I first looked back and saw her staring at the clouds with parted lips and shrunk eyes. The camera 

lens was pressed to her chest, as if she wanted to photograph her heart.  

We collected our cowries and ran into what had, within minutes, turned from black-bellied 

clouds in the sky to a drizzle and then to a thick shower. We each threw our cowries into separate 

puddles. They sank with a splash. We hopped up to our drowned treasure and stooping forward, ran 

our hands through brown water needled with raindrops. 

One of the twins, Milk , the first to find her cowry, grabbed it and stood tall and proud. She 

threw her fists skyward and tilted her head towards the rainfall, eyes shut, pigtails drenched and 

stuck to her cheeks.  

Mud, the other twin, so called to embarrass her out of the habit of eating mud, clapped and 

danced around Milk. So did I. Didi and Chitra leaned forward, open mouths, glittering eyes, 

bloating the afternoon with laughter. 

 

I woke up that night to the twins tugging at my arm. They raised their hands and the plastic bag 

they held between them shone in the moonlight. We tiptoed past a sleeping Chitra, out of the room, 
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and out through the kitchen door. We circled the house and got into the treehouse that stood in our 

forecourt and lit the lantern. The floorboards creaked under our weight.  

Dragonflies started to buzz under the domed grille set in a corner. Their iridescent wings 

shivered. Their blue tails quivered. They hovered in fixed circles above a blue dish, and the water in 

it shivered. Pointing to the lantern, I said, Our pets think it’s morning.  

The twins emptied the packet. Their birthday clothes fell to the floor in lumps of lilac and 

primrose. 

I said, You took your birthday clothes out of the prayer room? So bad. 

Milk  said, We’re big girls now. Turning ten tomorrow. Stop bossing us around you eight-

year-old fellow.  

We’ll say sorry to Krishna when we put it back, said Mud. 

I repeated the joke that I had heard two fisherwomen exchange: our grandfathers took a shit 

together. Your secret is safe with me. I won’t tell Mother. 

Mud and Milk put on their Damp and Sour Face. Identical expressions of disgust on 

identical faces: nose wrinkled, teeth bared. 

They even washed their asses with same mug of water, I added. 

Stop being a boy, come play with us, Milk said, poking my arm with her forefinger. 

Hopscotch was a performance for Mother; for play we performed one of Chitra’s bedtime stories. 

Mud and Milk threw open their chunnis: gossamer fabrics in lilac and primrose. They tied one 

around my waist, threw the other over my shoulder. I was dressed in a kind of sari. The twins 
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slipped into their gowns and hooked each other’s blouses. We became from Mud and Milk and 

Shagun to god, goddess, prince, the one who’s turned, by a curse, into a woman for a year.  

I shivered with the despair of the fallen prince. 

The prince said, When my son asks about my exile do I tell him only about the adventure, 

the creatures I hunted, the big old trees I scaled? Or also about the shame: his father turned to a 

woman for a year?  

The gods are here with a promise, the prince heard and blinked his troubled eyes, not 

hopeful yet.  

The twins played a gender-changing deity: a man to the beginning of the lunar cycle, a 

woman to the end. I’m Siva on the new moon night, said Mud, a clumsy ink whisker painted on her 

upper lip, her inky face popping up behind a box. Milk chimed in, appearing beside Mud, And I 

become Kali when the moon is full. They took on serious saucer-eyed faces to appear wise and godly. 

They urged, almost in chorus, If a god can be both man and woman and be worshipped, what will 

stop a prince with the same condition from being loved? 

You live in heaven, what do you know about loss and human sorrow? said the prince. 

Your boy will love you, I see the future, I can tell, the goddess said. She gave the prince a 

glimpse of his future, and he ached to step into it, to abandon these clothes and the womanly body 

they contained, to bring home a red rocking horse for his child and hear his son calling him Father 

with not a note of hesitation in his voice. Hope coursed through the prince like an egg swallowed 

whole and my throat contracted with his pain. 
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For a magical moment, the treehouse seemed to carry the smell of damp moss. The scent of 

the gods. Like a token of evidence. That the vision had indeed arrived from heaven. 

Then, I heard the drone of the dragonflies and watched their bulging eyes; the prince’s 

abundant hesitation left me, as did his painful molecule of hope, and I was Shagun again, in love 

with stories, and yet only a boy of eight whose mind was too fickle a vessel to hold a story for long.  

Dragonflies won’t have prince problems, I said, they all look the same. Man, woman. 

Don’t worry about dragonflies, prince, said Milk in her wise voice, still saucer-eyed.  

I said, Grandpa Dragonfly perched on my grandfather’s shoulder. They took a shit together. 

You’re not staying in character, said Mud. 

Gods turned to pouting children again. Saucer-eyes replaced with Damp and Sour. 

Go. We won’t play with you, they said, and one pulled away the fabric wrapped around my 

waist, the other took what was thrown over my shoulder. A doubly dishonored prince. First turned 

to a woman, then discharged of his decorations. 

I stepped out of the treehouse into a night bathed in moonlight, a sugar-dust texture, a white 

glimmer on the black sea-waves in the distance. Maybe they were friends: wave-girls and the twins, 

running towards each other, meeting on the shore, the twins in their frocks, the wave-girls in blue 

cloaks, carrying cowries in swinging water fists. At the end of their play-date, the twins come home, 

the wave-girls return to the sea. What if the wave-girls came home or the twins went to the sea? 

Husha, busha, we all go drown. This gleaming speck of logic I came up with pleased me and I tilted 

my head into my cupped palm pretending I was my baby and closed my eyes, wanting to dream 

about a rocking red horse beached on the sea, going back and forth, not going anywhere. For 
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eternity. Eternity, Chitra told me, is Deep Time. From before once upon a time until after happily 

ever after.  

 

Standing at the staircase post I watch what Shagun watched on the first Saturdays: his first taste of 

desire. A mother animated when she received her husband’s letter but not sharing, not until the end, 

the nature of her husband’s absence, why it troubled her, why it drove her to seclusion. Desire 

expressed but coupled with omission. 

I’m home to bring Shagun a change of underclothes. In the dim, dusk light, a watered-down 

blue that washes the lower halves of the walls and the staircase, the upper halves of which are covered 

in shadows, the sense of isolation, that a house this old pins on its occupants, is heightened, and it 

feels, for a moment, as I’ve strayed into a Russian fable, and in the room above I’d find the ghost of 

the woman whose child, gifted with a capacity for music was taken away by the emperor, the fable 

accompanied—in the book I’d received as a gift from a Language Arts teacher—by an oleograph in 

which a wrinkled old woman looks through a shattered window at an expanse of bald hills and 

barren valleys, the shadow of her head dented by the edges of the staircase it fell on. Written 

underneath: this is yours dear, for eternity. 

Even if eternity itself cannot be measured, there are moments that can feel like eternity, that 

are imbued with its Deep Time flavor—to borrow Chitra’s words. A cutting, salted-rust taste that 

Shagun would sample at the port a week later. 
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{II}: {Challenging the Sea to a Duel} 

 

We got up early and went into the kitchen, where, with a mortar and pestle, Chitra ground 

pomegranate seed and hibiscus leaf into a thick paste that she scrubbed into the scalps of Mud and 

Milk. When it hardened, turning their hair-strands into knotted mooring ropes, they wrapped 

towels round their slender bodies, slipped out of their nightgowns. They squatted on stone slabs in 

the bathroom and emptied mugs full of steaming water over each other’s heads. Red streaks ran 

down their cheeks and collected on the marble floor in rosette pools.  

Scrubbing at sandalwood soaps till lather smeared their fingers, then setting their lips on the 

heels of their hands, the twins blew air by the mouthful, producing soap bubbles. They spun on their 

toes, the jet-black of their hair and pearl-white of their teeth reflected in shivering bubbles that 

swiveled then came slowly down, touching a nose, a shoulder, and rupturing. 

Chitra took them to her room, and when they came out, they had their birthday clothes on. 

Pleated frocks in lilac and primrose, blouses in matching, deeper shades. Their hair was left 

unpinned. Crimson dots sat between their eyebrows. They marched up the stairs, entered her room. 

For years I didn’t hug Mother hard, terrified as I was of crushing her in my arms, her small 

frame making her seem fragile as a jug still forming on the potter’s wheel; last year, though, on my 

eighth birthday, I’d wrapped my arms around her and held her for long, my body turning warm 

from her heat, and when I finally relinquished my hold, she cupped my face in her palms and 

wiggled her head. Her earrings touched her neck and tinkled. I led her to the rocking chair, and 

squatting by her side, placed my hands on her knees and asked her to give me eight blessings. As she 
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called them out, one after the other, slowly rocking back and forth, her eyes on the ceiling, I 

gathered her room with my senses: her lemon soap and lavender talcum powder under the stronger 

fragrance of old jasmine; the soles of her slippers worn down; scratches on the bedside table on 

which sat a wooden elephant.  

Chitra wanted to turn sixteen so she could enter Mother’s room again. Didi, on the other 

hand, at seventeen, didn’t share our excitement about the ritual, and if she still seemed enthusiastic 

to sneak up on Mother, it was, I suspected, so she could share with us, her siblings, our sense of an 

adventure even as she slipped further and further from the landscape of childhood. 

Mud and Milk ran down the stairs calling out Mother’s blessing in chorus: may your 

husbands take you to Paris and buy you purses! The three of us dashed out of our dimly-lit 

bungalow and into the damp cloudy morning. Sunlight was a strip of harsh neon white along the 

edge of the overcast sky. At the end of our street we heard, from beyond the stone walls of the 

Sanskrit school, the chanting of boy-monks who had shorn their heads, who took to wearing saffron 

shawls over ochre wraps. A whiplash cracked the air, followed by the sound of hoofs pounding tar 

roads. A horse-drawn buggy clattered down Lawson’s colony, on its way to the port. We ran into the 

lane that led to the sea, beetling past the post office. 

The letter factory, Mud exclaimed. 

A post office doesn’t manufacture letters, I pointed out. 

We picked our way through the crowded fish bazaar smelling of kerosene and damp wood 

struggling and sputtering in a small brick stoves. Fish were on display under thatched roofs and 

black awnings, grinning and biting into iron hooks and twirling in the wind, their fin-legs pointing 
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daintily down. An old man slept cross-legged and erect. A stray walked up to him and sniffed his 

naked shriveled arm and turned and raised his leg. Two boys squatted on the street, shit plopping 

from the buttocks of one boy into the burbling gutter. He leaned towards his companion, who was 

hissing and frowning but producing nothing, and said, Try, try harder, yes, you can do it. 

I stopped short and hollered, Yes, you can do it. The boys frowned and brandished their 

fists. I bolted and joined the twins and we ran together, Mud to the front, Milk and me behind, 

flanking her, a skein of brown pigeons navigating the street, eager to spy on Britishers who’d be 

received at the port by the horse-drawn carriage we’d outraced. Back then, in the early 1960s, they 

came and spent a season or two in their ancestral colonial-era cottages that dotted our coastline, 

varnished tables dark as cacao standing in buttressed balconies, plaques in lacquered wood, engraved 

with foreign names and local addresses, tied to their gates with copper wires. 

Of course, as children we never thought about why they stepped off the ship and walked 

across the gangplank in their measured steps, nor did we have an inkling of the port’s tragic history. 

We simply scrambled up a parked fishing boat and with our faces pressed together ogled at white 

men in tuxedos, their lovely faces flushed; women with tired eyes dressed in pleated gowns and 

holding creamy parasols; children sometimes, an odd toy or doll dropping down their fists. 

 

Intrigued by Shagun’s account, I inquire about the horse-drawn carriages and discover they were 

props meant to give the English an authentic experience of their past, to flavor which they came back 

then and lived in their ancestral colonial bungalows. They could be likened, less to modes of 

transportation, more to period costumes that one could rent in a photo studio. 
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As of now, in the 1980s, they’ve run out of business: the horses were sent to work in cotton 

mills while the carriage are converted to street-side snack shops, the horseman, in their old age, 

renouncing the reins and the whip and handling instead bottles of sauces and spices and oil. 

 

Within minutes of our reaching the port the clouds burst open. Sailors hurried in the showers 

towards hand-drawn rickshaws, coolies in red shirts pressing on behind, their heads burdened with 

trunks and boxes and beddings.  

We couldn’t find a parked boat. We spotted only one empty coracle perched precariously on 

the lip of the sea: on the crest of an arriving wave it surged shoreward, with each ebbing wave it 

wobbled away. Terrified of the sea’s choppy waters, I abandoned the idea of making of the unsteady 

boat a vantage point. Yet, it was them that I teased.  

Poor things, you can’t see white people on your birthday because you’re scared chickens. 

We aren’t, Milk  protested. 

You are, you are. Or you’d sit on that boat. I would if it was my birthday.  

They didn’t respond. Under a tin awning, drummed by the rain, a wizened old man struck 

his coffee canister with a spoon. A chain of cyclists whittled past, ringing their horns in time. A 

particularly tumescent wave then caught my attention. Look, I said to my sisters, and pointing at it, 

but they didn’t respond. I flicked my head.  

Mud and Milk weren’t by my side.  

Where before the coracle went back and forth, hesitating between land and sea, the weight of 

the twins, who now sat on it, allowed the sea’s rip currents to snag control of the boat and take it. 
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They screamed when I ran to the water’s edge and looked at me with baleful bird eyes. Their 

boat seesawed away in a hurry. Gripping the vessel’s dark edges, they shook their rain-drenched 

heads, their hair sticking to their faces, their darkened birthday clothes glued to their bodies.  

One end of the boat tipped under a bulging wave, and the twins lurched forward and their 

faces got dunked in the sea. The boat fell back flat and they sat up with widened eyes and mouths 

and wrinkled saltwater brows. 

I ran into the waters and was knee-deep when retreating waves pulled at my ankles and I 

toppled with a splash. Cold, salty water stung my eyes. A wave rolled over my head and for a 

moment I was inside a roaring liquid womb, all other sounds muted.  

Heaving my head out with a gasp, I scrambled back to the safety of the shore. The noises of 

the port came crashing into my ears. This was no deserted island. Adults swam far into the sea, well 

beyond where the twins now hovered. I tore my way into the thicket of the milling crowd, certain of 

finding an able-bodied man who’d dive the distance by which the boat had strayed, draw my sisters 

into the safety of his strong arms and then plant them by my side, blinking kindly. 

Passersby, urged by fingers that tugged insistently at their pants and saris, by the barrage of 

words spilling from my mouth, squinted briefly at my tear-streaked face, at my finger pointing 

vaguely at the sea. Some flung coins at me, others swatted at my hand, but they all went their way 

hastily. The rain thickened into a downpour that reduced the port to a state of near-translucence. 

Legs ran helter-skelter, knees knocking my head, my temples, knocking down the canister of coffee, 

knocking two cyclists into the sludge. The crammed air was abuzz with the inchoate frenzy of a 

shelter-seeking crowd. The coracle had drifted further away, their faces reduced to brown smudges. I 
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returned to the shore and stood with my fists pressed to my chest. As if challenging the sea to a duel. 

The wind gathered speed and the waves rose higher and an army of dark fists that took up my 

challenge and plunged towards the coracle and turned it upside down. 

Their legs went knee-deep into the cold, churning waters. Their hands shot into the air. The 

sea parted its lips and swallowed them. Their fingers clung to the edge of coracle that was tipped 

skyward. A high tide whacked the boat out of their hold. Their trembling fingers sank out of view.  
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{III }:{Cows Take You To Heaven} 

 

My family followed a ritual: in the drawing hall, stripped of furniture, on the wall to the right, are 

the pictures of the living, on the wall to the left, that we called the storywall, the pictures of the dead.  

In the daylight dimmed by rainclouds and windows drawn shut, Mother, wrapped in a white 

sari, pottered about, setting earthen lamps on a three-pronged stand, shifting the pictures of Mud 

and Milk to the storywall, the flickering lamp flames drawing shadows around their framed black-

and-white faces, their hands curled around each other’s shoulder, their photo eyes gleaming with 

dreams of purses and Paris. 

I want to talk, Mother said, Will you join me for lunch? As if we were at someone else’s 

funeral where she, the hostess, was guardedly polite to her guests. 

She was shredding onions and shedding onion tears in a corner of the kitchen when I sat 

down, as always, cross-legged in front of Chitra and Didi, waiting for Mother to come sit next to 

me. To her right would sit the twins, Mud keeping an eye on Didi and alerting Mother with an 

elbow jab if she found Didi leaning against the wall.  

Sit in front of me, Shagun, Mother said. 

Chitra and Didi made space for me and I sat in between them. Mother dragged the vessel of 

rasam her way, its copper base scratching the floor noisily, the swiveling hot liquid staining the air 

with the smell of over-boiled tamarind. She mixed rice and rasam with one hand and with the other 

she held out an envelope.  

Read this after I leave. These are hard times. But you’re growing up. You must understand.  
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I studied her face, her small eyelashes, her thin eyebrows, her eyes vacant, her lips clenched, 

her face staging a slow vanishing act. Then a power outage plunged her in darkness.  

Didi said, Are you telling us to talk to a letter? Is this how you treat your children?  

Don’t talk to me like that, Mother said in the dark.  

She made a strange slurping noise, as if she were lapping at her food like a cat. When the 

bulb flickered back to life, Mother, we found, was sitting in exactly the same position, a hand buried 

in the rice in her banana leaf, the other holding out the letter, a yogurt moustache painted on her 

upper lip the only addition to the of canvas. And yet, something elemental about the kitchen had 

changed. From a space where food was made and served, it turned, it seemed, to a primitive pit with 

a capacity for violence. 

Mother began poking at us the envelope, saying, Take this, take this. 

Chitra took the letter from Mother’s hand.  

Why did Mother not want me to sit next to her? Why wouldn’t she talk to us? 

I asked, Are you angry with me, Mother? 

Didi said, Did you hear, what Shagun said? Stop eating for god’s sake and answer him. 

Chitra said, Why would she be upset with you? 

Didi said, Are you telling him or not? 

Don’t shout, Mother said. First read the letter. 

Didi said, No need to sound shameful, Shagun. I tell you. You’re not responsible for what 

happened. You hear me? If Mother weren’t so selfish she’d tell you herself.  
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Still Mother said nothing. We at the rest of our meal in silence. Mother washed her hand in 

her plate, and with her face reflected in the puddle, distorted by the flotsam of rice granules and 

bloated yogurt blobs, she said again, Read it after I leave. She paddled out of the kitchen, the back of 

her slippers slapping noisily at her heels, got into her room and locked herself in. 

Chitra read the letter out. There are things you don’t know. A history that has nothing to do 

with you, which makes this tragedy that has fallen on our family complicated. I’ll sit with you one 

day, I’ll tell you all, and you’ll forgive me my absence. In the meanwhile I beg for your compassion. 

Give me some time. I’ll be there for you one day. 

Unlike a conversation, a letters allows for no negotiation, it offers no response. Her word, 

committed to paper, had a sense of finality that forced us into an unquestioned acceptance of her 

decision. She did not sign the letter or date it. 

Didi snatched the letter from Chitra and stood up and read it aloud. She feigned to cry when 

she read the word tragedy out. Her voice broke every now and then for effect. When she was done 

she cast the letter in the air and sighed and pressed a fist to her shaking head. What a performance, I 

wanted to say. I wanted to clap. 

 

A portly bald priest stood in our courtyard with his cow. Didi refused to partake of the ritual—I’ll 

write you a letter about it, she said when Mother questioned her decision. Chitra and I bowed in 

front of the cow, walked to her side and stepped in between her legs, careful not to touch her milky 

udder. We stepped out and walked back to face her. In the drizzle that pockmarked the muddy 

courtyard with dark raindrops, we repeated this circumambulation a hundred and eight times. The 
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smells of cow’s milk and wet mud were lodged in my nose. The priest tapped our heads with the 

cow’s tail.  

He had us commit to eleven days of silence. We were to count the name of Krishna on basil 

beads. If you forget any of this, the souls of your sisters will never find peace, warned the priest. He 

read to us the story of a prince who, when out on a hunt, slips and falls into a ravine. His mother, a 

dowager queen, drowned in grief, doesn’t conduct the stipulated rites. And to this day the soul of the 

prince, banished from hell and heaven and earth, hovers in the milky way, releasing a piercing wail 

into the cosmos. That’s why the stars twinkle, the priest concluded with hooded ominous eyes, Stars 

cringe each time the prince’s tormented soul screams. 

For eleven days, our home was stripped of human voices. We took a leave of absence from 

school. I shifted out of the room I shared with Chitra and into the guestroom. A cook left rice mixed 

with yogurt and minced cucumber outside our rooms. When we were done eating we left our plates 

out and shut our doors again. 

Mud and Milk and I. We were siblings, playmates, performers. I became for them a fallen 

prince. A girl in lilac-primrose fabrics. We captured dragonflies for our blue dish, we collected ants 

that became dragonfly meals. We wrote in each other’s notebooks to see if our teachers could point 

out the difference. We were thieves, stealing pickles from our storeroom, stealing cowries from each 

other’s fists. Along with Krishna’s name I counted memories on the basil beads. 

One night, unable to sleep, I opened my eyes to the lighthouse that, framed by the window, ran a 

neon white arm across the sea and animated the floor of my room: shadows of the chair and the 

table, growing crookedly in the fleeting smudge of light, shrinking back into the night. I stepped out 



24 
 

of my room and found Mother walking slowly from one end of the upper corridor to the other, 

caressing a clenched fist. I drank some water in the kitchen and returned to my room. Chairs from 

other rooms sat in the foyer, their mismatched wooden backs draped with wrinkled saris and shirts 

that smelled of damp and detergent. 

Mother, standing by the banister, watched me with cold eyes.  

Her stare stayed stuck in my eyes like a stubborn dirt speck. I slipped languidly into bed, 

then snapped out with a start, wanting to barge into her room and topple the radio and throw her 

pillow and elephant out of the window so she would shake me up and shout, What’s wrong with 

you? so I could shout back, Is that what it is, you think I let my sisters drown?  

Pacing restlessly, walking toward and away from the mirror, I took my mind back to the 

port, to its ship-shaped shadow and black-hulled ship, the twins swiveling dangerously on an sea 

with swollen dark waves and thick cloud shadows. I put myself again in the stampede. My fingers on 

rough trousers, on slippery terylene saris. Frowning adult faces looking down then clucking, hands 

reaching through the curtain of raindrops to swat my hand away, cold coins striking and stinging my 

face. Crying beggar boy, go away. Pause. Replay. Somewhere in the thicket of the port’s noise, under 

the foghorn that sounded again and again like a vinyl with a weathered groove, under the clamor of 

people ruined by rain, under the metallic clink of the falling coffee canister, under the sizzle of 

raindrops falling and hissing in a cauldron of searing sesame oil, was there a single voice that asked 

me to repeat what I’d said, a face that leveled with mine, that turned to the look where I was 

pointing? Was there something that I had let slip as it happened in the port but that I could now 

apprehend as I paced about the guest room, an evidence that proved I hadn’t tried? I strained my ear 
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hard until sweat sponged by brow and my head hurt. I wasn’t to blame, I decided. I did what I could 

to save them. 

The next night, the twins were in my dreams, not in the sea or in the coracle but white stick 

figures in a cave, crackled blue voices emerging from their mouths. In chorus. You dared us into the 

boat, now we’re here, getting bored. Stop being a boy. Come play with us. 

I woke up and chanted on the basil beads again and again and when daylight replaced the 

room’s darkness, bringing with it the reassuring forms of the mortal world, I fell gratefully asleep. 

Asking Mother if she was angry with me then reading an accusation in Mother’s cold stare 

and reliving, in bouts of self-righteousness, my attempts at saving them: it was all a protective 

padding that kept me from remembering that I’d provoked them into the coracle. But it was a 

prank, no different from the other harmless ones we traded, I told myself. I told myself, again, I 

wasn’t to blame. The more vehement I was about this claim, the less certain I became. 

Chitra once read to us the story of earth’s first emperor who was invited to spend a day in 

heaven, and who, on returning to his planet, found all his people dead, his empire gone.  

A day in god time is a thousand years of human time. 

I came up with another way to measure time: event time, memory time. The drowning of 

the twins, I guessed, took about ten minutes. But I relived for hours our time at the port: I calling 

them scared chickens. Their fingers drowning out of view. 

Event time akin to god time, memory time to human time.  
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On the twelfth morning we gathered in our courtyard, bathing, as it rained, in cold well-drawn 

water. The priest made Chitra and me sip on the waters of the Ganges, releasing from our tongues 

our accumulated prayers so they may rise and reach the souls of the twins and escort them to the 

safety of heaven.  

Mother had a grave dug in our backyard. She filled it with their favorite frocks and bangles. 

My sisters threw cowries, crayons, dog-eared comics and dolls with missing eyes into the hollow. I 

cast in a notebook pasted with cutouts of birds and Bollywood celebrities. I looked askance at 

Mother and when she found me staring, something flashed in her eyes, something that had to it the 

flavor of a seeking, a hunger unaware of its ending. She clenched shut her eyes, tear-sized raindrops 

turning to a line of water between her lashes. She didn’t look away and I wondered how I must 

appear through a vision sealed shut with water. 

Under the porch light that morning I saw a clutter of dead insects that lived for a night in 

the monsoon, winged-ants, crickets, beetles, eight-legged bugs with complex scientific names but no 

colloquial equivalents. I felt sad for them. Would a cat conjure up so endearing an image in our 

heads if it was only called Felis Domesticus? The maid swept them onto a duster and flung them 

outside the gate. Brittle bodies cast in their air like seeds.  

 

Years later, after Shagun became a street theater actor, the iridescence of glass imitations of emeralds 

and rubies spread out on stretched blue satin reminded him, he told me, of these insects, sunlight 

catching their colored tails, painting on their wings little rainbows. He shared with me nothing of 

the history that the image was a punctuation to. The deaths, the guilt he felt of being its source. A 
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guilt that with time would draw momentum and weight from other tragedies and that would lead 

Shagun to believe that those he loved he delivered to Death’s door.  

 

I returned to the room I shared with Chitra, and grateful that the eleven days of seclusion had drawn 

to an end, I fell asleep listening to her slowly-drawn breath of sleep, but woke up again to a sharp 

glimmer poking at my eyelids. The silhouettes of dragonflies, I saw, moved against the amber-lit  

treehouse windows, shadows of shifting sizes, mutinous insects seeking escape. Then the treehouse 

burned brighter, a ball of fire, ready for its explosion.  

Shaking Chitra awake, I said, The treehouse will burn. This time I’ll save them. 

Chitra held me back from leaving the room. Yanking my shoulder, turning me around, 

burying my head in the dark sweaty hair coiled on her shoulder.  

A nightmare, she said. Only a nightmare. 

The windows bore again the pitch black of the night, the treehouse faintly visible in a trickle 

of pale moonlight, and feeling betrayed, though by what, I couldn’t tell, I burst out crying. 

There, there, Chitra said, and squeezed my shoulder, ruffled my hair. She tucked me back 

into bed. What I’d witnessed kept me awake. Refusing to be filed away to the cabinets of Only 

Dream or Only Reality. Not event time, not memory time. Not god time, not human time. What 

then? Shut up, shut up, I muttered to myself, as if it were possible to discipline with the borrowed 

words of authority the noise inside one’s head.  

The next morning, Chitra and I climbed up the ladder, went past tree branches, past perched 

chirping finches, flapping their wings but not taking to flight. A red feather landed on my nose.  
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Chitra pushed the door and a wedge of sunlight opened and expanded to fill the room where 

dragonflies still buzzed above the blue dish, and the glass of the lantern, hooked to a nail, was stone 

cold. Chitra gave me Mother’s letter, its edged now crinkled, fold marks creasing its meager words. 

Chitra tapped at the word history.  

Mother says it herself. Her silence? Nothing to do with you. 

Maybe you’re right. 

Of course I am.  

I accepted gratefully what Chitra said, deciding she was, with her conviction, absolving me of 

all blame. I wanted to be a child again. To have playthings and listen to myths unrelated to my time. 

I wanted to go back to sleep.  

Through the window I saw Didi’s room, her open window framing her legs that were 

stretched out on the bed, her toes twitching over and over. 

The paint’s all faded, I said, pointing at the wall. Even the bricks are showing. Look. There. 

It’s been that way for years, Chitra said. 

I didn’t know. 

Maybe you saw but didn’t notice. That happens sometimes. 

When I looked closer, under the pale pink, there was a pale blue. We sat there quietly, for an 

hour or more, our hands wrapped around our knees.  

At lunchtime, from the way Didi and Chitra looked at me I knew they’d spoken. I’d become 

to them a soldier returning from the battlefield, a witness to the most awful register of loss, a boy 
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who tried hard and failed and carried the weight of that failure on his small bones, a creature that 

must now be protected from himself, from deepening his own scar tissues.  

Can they stop thinking of what I did or did not do at the port, why don’t they separate me 

completely from the their consideration of the tragedy that had befallen the twins? 

I said, Maybe everything will be okay once Father is here? 

I don’t think he’s coming. But he should, it’s not fair, Didi said. 

There was, palpably, a shift in Didi’s expressions, her words reflecting not a fraction of her 

true sentiment on the matter, and I knew, as we quietly ate lunch, that it was him she thought of, his 

absence when we needed him, and with time, perhaps, it would be he who would be taken in the 

same breath as the twins. 

 

Didi, Chitra, and I spent our play hour praying, our fingers moving feverishly over basil beads, our 

eyes fixed on Krishna’s smiling alabaster face. It became routine thereafter, playtime—board games, 

chase, Chitra’s stories—exchanged for beseeching the gods. 

The room of Krishna has shelves full of our prayers, Chitra said.  

Like books in a library, I said.  

Books no one borrows, Didi said. 

We prayed of course for the door above to open, for Mother to come down the stairs with a 

bag full of clothes, saying, I’m going to live with you for a few days and then sleeping in each of our 

rooms in turns, holding each child, and when she plucked out what we were dragging inside our 
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bodies, a physical thing, she could return to her room and come down as before, only for dinners 

and the first Saturday every month.  

The more Mother kept her distance, the more she resisted our attempts to seek her attention, 

the more we filled her out in our imagination, in our prayers, a full-blown phantom as compensation 

for her absence. We recreated her in the sentences we traded. In their promising future tense. 

Mother will talk to us. She will say sorry softly into our ear. She will tell us the secret she promised 

to share.  

The Big Day is just round the corner. Isn’t that what her letter said? We said this to ourselves 

over and over. 

 

Didi had, Shagun once told me, after the mourning period, pressed his mother over dinner about 

the secret in her letter. When his mother asked for more time, Didi demanded a timeline—that was 

the word Didi used, Shagun said. Timeline.  

His mother looked at her with a mixture of sympathy and accusation. My father, she said 

several times, but never finished her sentence. In the end, reduced to a blubbering mess, she fled the 

kitchen, without finishing her meal.  

We thought she meant your father, Shagun said. But no. She did mean her father.  

The answers came—his mother taking pictures of her children playing hopscotch yet holding 

them at a distance when they needed her, missing her dead children yet doing nothing to console 

those cursed to live—and his childhood snapped into place. He learned how deeply the fact of his 

father’s absence ran through his family history.  
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But this knowledge came to him much later. The boy he was only had a story with missing 

links, a join the dot puzzle that refused to reveal its underlying image. 
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{IV}:{Krishna, Kunti, The Assassin} 

 

Some ten days later, in the last monsoon week, clouds huddled above our heads and coughed up a 

rainstorm, their bleeding dark bellies camouflaged by the night, their nasty swollen edges startled out 

of anonymity when thunderbolts flared their bright purple bodies, the flashes of some demonic 

Assassin taking pictures. Making visual maps of the town cursed to be the object of his exquisite 

cruelty. I felt naked and exposed.  

Parking myself beside Chitra and Didi, with my legs drawn to my chest and my chin 

propped on my knees, I lit two more candles. Raindrops the size of tapestry needles battered roads 

and roofs and fractured the night with a deep deafening noise, dark water overflowing from the 

drainage that ran by the curb of our alley and burbling over the tar road, an anathema of soiled 

plastic bags, blackened cabbage leaves, fish eyes, used diapers, drowned rats, onion skins. I pictured 

our rain digging its way through the earth’s crust and emerging on the other side of the globe, rising 

in the streets of New York, in a fountain-like surge from ice-carpeted roads, drenching unsuspecting 

foreigners in the rainwater of my hometown. 

Chitra read to us from her storybook. The story of princess Kunti, beautiful and young, 

blessed with a chant she may use to invoke any god of her choice. Imagine that, Chitra said, You can 

look up at the heavens and point at a god and say that’s who I want. Like a spoiled rich child in a toy 

shop. With no particular desire in mind, with nothing but the knowledge of the chant and an 

impatient urge to put it to test, she looks at the sun from under her cupped palm and invokes the 
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chant. Three times then a clap. And there he is: the god who illuminates the world, whose effulgence 

shook awake the first germ of life from its eon-long slumber. 

A bright purple lightning filled our house and streaked our sweaty foreheads. The Assassin 

was getting closer. The windowpanes rattled violently to an amplified thunderclap. I clamped my 

ears shut. Then the steady drumbeat of rain returned. The curtains, scrunched tightly against the 

window, billowed again. A lungful of breath swallowed, held, released. The Assassin was here.  

Didi got up, candle in hand, and walked to the window and pushed the curtain aside. In the 

windowpane, her reflected lips parted, her reflected cheeks paled. The candle slipped from her hand. 

Snuffed out against the floor, the wick released a strand of smoke and the smell of burned wax. I 

walked up to her with another candle and looked out. 

In fitful bursts of ill-timed thunderlight the Assassin revealed to us his act of vivisection: our 

treehouse cracked open in the center, the two halves nailed to the tree like a dissected frog pinned to 

a wooden block, all the clogged water released and rushing out, a dirty liquid pimpled with our 

comics, tin boxes with stamps, pinewood boxes with kites, small boxes with coins, dolls stitched out 

of old dollies, pencils, crayons, flowers pressed dry, the grille and the blue dish of the dragonflies. A 

lifetime of childhood booty, falling then shining then darkening in a slush of roiling black earth.  

Mother’s reflection appeared on the glasspane, a little above Didi’s. Holding a candle. Our 

reflected eyes met, framed by two still flames. Mother stepped back into her room and shut the door.  

Didi went into the prayer room. I heard the hissing of a match struck to life. An 

illumination, hesitant at first, then bright, spilled out of the door. 
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Chitra resumed reading; reading loudly. Kunti spends a night with the sun god and Didi 

came out holding in the crook of her arm the alabaster statue of Krishna. Kunti is impregnated with 

the sun’s bastard and Didi marched up the stairs. I looked at Chitra and she shook her head and 

Kunti chants a prayer of forgiveness.  

I followed Didi to Mother’s room. She flung the door open. It struck the wall and quivered. 

The two candles on Mother’s bedside table dimmed then brightened. Didi marched across the 

forbidden threshold. I stood clenched to the corridor. A hot rush of urine burned my flesh, left a 

stinking damp dot upon my pajama. 

Mother, who sat leaning against the bed’s headrest, put down the sock she was stitching, the 

needle, with a thread of green wool looped through its mouth, falling to the wooden floor, rolling 

beyond the candles’ circle of light.  

When her gaze slid from Didi’s frowning face to the deity’s smiling one, Mother got off the 

bed, said, What’s going on? 

Kunti abandons her bastard boy by the Ganges and the Assassin’s camera streaked Didi’s 

face, her purple red swollen sweaty face the face of Kali who lives in burial grounds and presides over 

the night, partaking of liquor from skulls, her limbs smeared with fresh funeral ash.  

Didi raised the statue of Krishna above her head and howled and flung it down with all her 

might. What a performance I thought, clenching my hands into fists to keep myself from clapping. 

Crash. Flash. 

Krishna disintegrated on Mother’s dusty floor, a god exploding into a hundred blocks of 

painted alabaster, each with gray edges, hollow insides. 
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Crash. Flash. 

Thirty years pass and Kunti’s illegitimate son, fierce warrior, fine archer, is killed by her 

legitimate son. She casts his ashes into the river by whose banks she’d abandoned him. The Ganges. I 

chanted. Ganga Ganga Anupama Tunga Taranga. Purify us, Ganges. Purify. 

Mother shrank into a ball against the wall and sank slowly to the floor. She collected a shard, 

and turned it around to meet the eye of the deity. Hairline cracks ran over his blue eyeball. 

What have you done, you fool? You sent the god away. You invited the demon. Stupid child! 

You sent the god away, don’t you see? You sent the god away. 

Mother was hysterical, her voice shrill, edged with something thickly liquid, like it struggled 

out of the pupa of her own spittle. 

Your god ran away two months back, Didi said. You’re too busy in your room to know. 

Mother put away the broken face and got up.  

Didi said, You give us a letter? Let us into your room once a year? Is this how you treat your 

children? You don’t deserve to be a mother. Wish I was the one who died in your miscarriage. 

Didi turned towards me, her face painted in candlelight and nose shadows. Her eyes were a 

storm, a fierce hatred churning upon their liquid surface. 

Didi raised her voice. Where is Father? We’re suffering and he goes on hiding? Coward! 

Kunti swims in the Ganges, her son’s ashes washing her aged sagging breasts and Mother 

slapped Didi. I clenched my jaws, wanted to punch Mother on her thigh. She hit Didi not because 

she broke the idol but because she questioned Father’s absence. 

Chitra read so loudly her voice started to croak as she detailed Kunti’s death. 
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Nursing her cheek, Didi said, Beating changes nothing. You weren’t there. I’ll not trust you 

again. Anyone but not you. Not anymore.  

Mother stepped back and closed her eyes. She opened her mouth. Didi stormed out and shut 

the door on my face, condemning Mother to her self-imposed exile, and ran down and slumped 

onto the windowsill, her breath a tightly-drawn siren. In Chitra’s dim candlelight I watched her 

glistening eyes go still as she picked up, from under her thigh, a painted plastic watch—in Mud’s 

watch it was always 2:10 p.m. I’d say. Why p.m. Mud asked once. Didi thumbed it, her lips going 

slack, then tightening into a curl. We’re suffering because you wanted some stupid adventure on a 

boat, Didi yelled. She opened the shuttered window and hurled out the painted watch.  

Chitra shut her book and stopped reading and Didi snuffed her candle out and I ran down 

the stairs and we sat huddled and clouded with our breath the dark deadened night.  

 

After it stopped raining, I went outside and picked up the watch, its wet, painted face shiny in the 

moonlight. I started and dropped it when I heard a voice say, Don’t, Shagun. The window shutters 

opened. Didi’s face appeared in between the slats, her lips, nose tip and forehead turned white by the 

moonlight, the rest of her face in the dark.  

Give it to me, she said in a muffled voice. I inserted the watch between two slats. I didn’t see 

her fingers, only watched the watch get sucked in. Didi tugged at the tilt rod. She was gone.  

Don’t be like her, Shagun. Or you’ll live all your life locked in some room somewhere. 

I heard a sound like the susurrus of a pressure cooker, muffled, intermittent. Didi, I said. 

This is no time to chat, Shagun. Go to sleep. 
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I stood empty-handed in the moonlight; Didi was inside, crying, holding a painted watch.  

 

On the first Saturday next month, we stood by the post of the staircase, Didi, Chitra and I. We ran 

home from school. We waited in an awkward silence, postman and the kids, no English Ammas to 

recite a Beatles song, no Mother who could be asked if London was treating Shalya Sahib well. 

Shalya. Parent unseen. A name after two scratchy coughs.  

Didi said to the postman, She’s sleeping. Can I take it? 

Didi gave him the ten-rupee note we’d seen Mother give away every month since Father left. 

Eight years had ninety-six months. Ninety-six times he asked if London is treating Shalya Sahib well. 

He earned nine hundred and sixty rupees from our home.  

Chitra gave Mother the parcel over dinner. When Mother looked up, Didi, sitting straight 

until then, leaned against the wall and they regarded each other from across vessels of steaming 

rasam and rice, their faces mirroring each other’s expressions, a coil of anger tightening then 

unspooling, lying in a pool of weary resignation. 

Mother pushed the parcel across the floor towards Didi and said, Please give him ten rupees.  

Please. She’d never used the word before. It left my ears raw. It took me a few seconds to 

register the please, to measure all that the please contained.  

Didi sat upright. It’s alright, Mother, we gave him the money. She pushed the packet back 

towards Mother, leaning forward till the edge of the packet and her fingers touched Mother’s feet. 

Mother jerked her knee. Her whole body wrinkled into a shiver at Didi’s touch.  

Thank you, said Mother. She sat back and stared at her food.  
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Chitra said, Are you okay, Mother? 

Mother said, Please finish eating, child, the food is getting cold. Please don’t let any of this 

affect your studies. Chitra, watch out for Shagun, please? 

It was more than she’d said in the last weeks of that monsoon season. We at the rest of our 

meal quietly, as though shocked by her oral profusion. The word was burned into my head. Please.  

On her way up Mother paused at the staircase post, tilted her head towards the prayer room, 

closed her eyes, and almost imperceptibly, moved her lips.  

When someone died at school we were told to stand up and maintain a minute’s silence, 

please. We followed the ritual in honor of Mud and Milk when we went back to school after eleven 

days of mourning. The whole school stood up, students and teachers in classrooms and staffrooms, 

janitors in bathrooms, sweepers in corridors, maids in the playground, wicker baskets full of fallen 

leaves set on their waist, Girls so young they didn’t deserve to die, announced the principal on the 

intercom, to those who didn’t know Mud and Milk the two reduced to anonymous ten-year-olds, 

one like the other, brown skin and pigtails, smiles revealing some missing teeth. They never really 

got to be ten, I wanted to tell them all; to me they’d always be nine-year-olds. The next day a stone 

mason came to school. I heard the heavy drone of his drill during Chemistry class. Before we went 

home, Chitra, Didi and I went to the school’s backyard where the names of teachers and students we 

lost over the course of their association with the school were engraved on blocks of granite fixed to 

the wall. There, to the lower left corner were their names—not Mud, not Milk, but their real names, 

so that it took me few seconds to clothe their identity in their formal nouns—on a block of stone 

that was halfway full, the rest of it and another twelve rows of stones all empty, waiting for new dead 
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names. I’ll grow up become a teacher in this school, I decided, so that when I die they’ll put my 

name on this wall, somewhere over there, on that row below the names of the twins, please. 

Mother left her vigil by the post and plodded stiffly up the stairs, dabbing her eyes with the 

edge of her sari. Didi lowered her head, said please to her plate of food. 

On the first Saturday of the next month, Mother did not come down to take the parcel from 

the postman. We did not wait for her by the post. The postman did not ask for Mother. Didi signed 

the form, took the money and the letter and gave the postman his tip. The exception became 

routine. 

When Mother came down for dinner, she did not look disheveled: her hair was combed, she 

smelled again of talcum powder and coconut oil and she asked over our studies. No mention of 

Father was made. Mother’s tone was bleached of the formal stiffness that had briefly made its 

appearance. She did not say please.  

On Chitra’s birthday Didi made for her the hair paste that she made for the twins, 

pomegranate seed crushed with hibiscus leaf. Chitra showered and came out wearing her favorite 

blue blouse and salwar, her face framed by her damp, shoulder-length hair.  

I’ll go get her blessings, Chitra said. 

We found Mother standing at the foot of the staircase. She touched Chitra on the head, said, 

Happy sixteenth, sweet child. Here, take this money, the three of you treat yourselves to pastries.  

And we knew that she would no longer call us into her room for our birthday, she would not 

bless us in the space where an idol was broken. 
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Where Didi had shattered her faith along with the idol, Shagun’s own faith deepened. It became 

impossible for him to reenter the prayer room, its emptiness a reminder of what happened to the 

idol, his guilt becoming both the guilt of leading the twins into the boat and the guilt of leading 

Didi into breaking the idol. So he went instead to the school church in the fifteen-minute recess 

between their fourth and fifth periods. He’d light a candle and sit at a pew and, comforted by the 

lingering fragrance of warm wax and frankincense, he’d look at the cross and mouth softly the tales 

Chitra read—I performed the Hindu myths for Jesus, he once said.  

When I entered the first year of middle school, Papa moved from Sutton to Kensington and 

had me transferred to a school that was closer. Before leaving I went to thank Ms. Cavendish for the 

storybook she’d given me. The book of Russian fables. Seated to one end of what looked like an old 

dining table, she shook her head as if I’d shared with her some tragic news.  

If only I knew your history. Oh well. At least your mother’s family might appreciate the 

gesture, she said, and when I blinked at her uncomprehendingly, she added, But surely they told you 

a thing or two about their affinity for the Russians? 

She kept her voice low and smiled as she spoke, and I remembered how, one Friday, during 

lunch, when some classmates saw me walk up to their table they silenced the joke they were passing 

around, but two of them continuing to snort and exchange knowing looks, and while I didn’t 

understand fully what it all meant, not until my first year of middle school when we had a whole 

section on the war, I was, in my new school, careful not to reveal that Mama was a Jew or that she 

was from India. It was Papa I spoke about when conversations turned to family—at that age our 

parents were yet to turn from subject of our exaggerated brags to people we were embarrassed about. 
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When pressed about Mama I said, She died.  

On seeing Mama that night my guilt took on the form of misplaced irritation—I criticized 

the food she made, snapped when she asked how my day went, continued in this vein until Papa 

asked me to go to my room and think about what was actually bothering me. 

For years I kept with me the storybook and perused its stories, reading them out in my 

room, devouring the oleographs down to the last detail. 

What Shagun says about prayer is true I think of any form of reparation: after each loss, a 

part of us dies and goes up to heaven. What we call prayer is the scattered parts of us talking: those 

fragments trapped in our body and those that are gone. When I die, Shagun said, I’ll be returned all 

my broken fragments: lost siblings, shattered dreams, failed tests, shamed trusts, broken loves, 

molested virginity, deserted friendships. In getting back what I was before being torn apart, I’ll feel 

whole again. The idea had to it the moral clarity of a fable.  
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{V}:{Fairness Creams} 

 

The year I turned nine, when new electric poles were erected in our town (shortly before the 1971 

national elections, this was, it was rumored, Congress’s attempt, in the face of declining popularity, 

to earn a majority again: bringing electricity to small towns and villages, even as the party’s Deputy 

Minister spoke enthusiastically to a horrified President Nixon about the benefits of drinking one’s 

urine), giving us power for ten hours a day instead of six, Chitra, who entered tenth grade, took to 

stepping out only under the cover of an umbrella to keep her skin from getting tanned. To lighten 

her skin, she started using Fair & Lovely Fairness Cream, the most popular beauty product in my 

part of the country, stacked in bathrooms beside toothpastes, also to be used twice a day.  

During the occasional evening walks that I took in those days, how often I heard, above the 

chorus of the grasshoppers and peepers, the voices of mothers who spoke enviously about the light 

skin of the north Indian friends of their dark south Indian daughters. Don’t walk beside the Sethi 

girl, you look darker, I once heard a mother lament. 

When the fairness cream first appeared in my house, I’d fancied that it entered your skin and 

taught you how to act fairly. Chitra told me what it was for, and I realized, retrospectively of course, 

that the cream did the opposite of fixing one’s sense of right and wrong. The ads for the product 

appeared in newspapers and glossies with Before and After depictions of bridal visits—an aspect of 

arranged marriages that I was soon to become familiar with; in the first photo a dark-skinned girl sat 

forlorn and behind her stood the groom and his big-bellied parents with crossed arms and 

disapproving faces, and in the second snapshot the girl, her skin lighter, sat next to the boy and their 
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parents beamed and looking on fondly; the two pictures were separated by the heroic pink tube of 

fairness cream. Six to eight weeks, two times a day, for fair, beautiful skin was the caption. 

Because an arranged marriage loomed round the corner—give it three, at most four years, 

Chitra would often say—she diligently used one tube after the other, squeezing at the crimp and 

extracting from the tube the last pasty drops (that’s how fairness creams are to be used, Chitra’s 

friend said. The real fairness molecules percolate to the end and using that part is what gives the 

most satisfying results). But her skin remained dark, the color on a chronic smoker’s lips.  

The fairness cream ad was wrong even in its depiction of the Before snapshot: girls with that 

skin color were rarely visited by the groom’s family, their photos flipped, in the screening round, by 

grooms’ mothers, as if the white flipsides were preferable to the dark faces that smiled tensely and 

hoped to be brides someday. 

Bride photographs were loaned from one the four marriage bureaus offices that ran almost all 

the weddings in my town, one catering to the needs of each caste. They charged a higher fee for 

dark-skinned girls. 

 

Our family went every summer from London to the beaches of Brighton and used what may be 

considered the shadow twin of fairness creams: tanning creams meant to darken skins so paled by 

England’s sunless winters that Papa said we were smeared in ghost snot. 

Calling up my sisters, who now live in Bombay where they’re pursuing at St. Xavier’s their 

bachelors, one in Literature, one in Journalism, I ask them if they had friends who used fairness 

creams. A girl in their dorm uses it, they tell me, and it comes, with a fairness meter, printed with 
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eight shades, dark-brown to pale-brown. Like the brochure a homemaker peruses to select a paint for 

the walls of her home. 

For centuries, the country had light-skinned rulers, first the Mughals, then the British; 

woven into the caste system is the notion that the lower castes are dark-skinned; and so deeply 

ingrained in the psyche of its people, that no amount of recent contrary evidence can dislocate it, is 

the legend that north Indians are descendents of European Aryans who entered the country through 

the Hindukush and displaced, to the south, the dark-skinned Dravidians.  

Can the fairness cream provide, along with a shade meter, a power meter, one that accounts 

for these various levels of hierarchy: on one end, southern non-Hindu and low caste women with 

dark skins, on the other end, northern Hindu men of higher caste who’re light-skinned? 

 

After returning home one evening from math coaching class, Chitra closed her umbrella and sat at 

the dresser and brought a hand to her dismayed face. In the mirror she saw me sitting on the bed. 

Why are you crying, Shagun? 

I feel alone. 

Why don’t you make friends? 

I asked our neighbor. Bulldog’s son. 

Did you ask properly? Or were you being shy? 

He was playing cricket with his friends. I asked if could join. 

But I thought you don’t like the game. 

I offered to bring the ball back whenever it falls outside. 
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And he refused? 

His mother told him not to mix with us. We’re ill-bred it seems. We don’t have a father. I 

told him we have Father. He spoke funnily. Said, absent father is like father who got F grade. 

What a rude boy. We must change that, yes? 

He didn’t even open the gate when we spoke. He said I could stand on the road and watch. 

His friends, they were all smiling. I don’t want to go there again, Chitra. 

You won’t. They’ll come here. You’ll see. Now stop crying. Shall I read you a story? 

About a week later, when I returned from school, I found a phonograph in our forecourt. It 

was plugged into a power strip whose cord ran into the house. I touched the sharp stylus. Chitra’s 

reflection appeared on the brass mouthpiece.  

She said, Look at him. Standing there like a wealthy old uncle. 

Didn’t know we had him, Chitra. What’s he doing here, Chitra? 

No need to make fun. It was Father’s gift to Mother for giving him a son. It’s from London 

imagine. She wanted something small. So he sent her a radio and this one went to the storeroom.  

Chitra took an LP out of a dusk jacket, set it on the circling turntable and placed the needle 

on an inner groove. Rolling Stone exploded from the mouthpiece in the middle of the song.  

Five boys opened our gate and came in and collected around our music. They wiggled their 

heads and shuffled their feet, kicking up a film of dust. They tried humming along. 

I have dozens such LPs, said Chitra, looking at the boy who held a jacket on which Bob 

Dylan brooded over his shining guitar. He looked from the dust jacket to Chitra’s squinting face. 

Chitra said, Come for Shagun’s birthday, we’ll all listen. 
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Advance happy birthday, Shagun, said the boy, a palm held against the sun.  

Next Monday. Chitra said, We’ll have a good time. Bakery food and English songs. 

Observing their greedy, sun-scorched faces, I knew they’d come for the pastries and Western 

songs that were habitually prohibited in their homes: it was fashionable, in those days, among 

middle-class parents, the country still fresh from independence, to champion the cause of Indian 

music and Indian food. Their motivations notwithstanding, I was excited: it would be my first 

birthday party. 

Chitra said, Hurry along, boys, back to your homework.  

The boy reluctantly handed the dust jacket back and left in tow with the rest, promising to 

be there next Monday.  

I said, Mother knows? 

Yes, I’ll go invite the parents tomorrow so the kids can stay longer, and that just might 

persuade her to come down, she’s still one for courtesies, no? 

Their parents will show-up? Bulldog too? Also, I didn’t find any LPs in your cupboard. 

You went through my things? Bad habit. Your wife won’t like it. 

I’ll not get married. I don’t care for girls. 

That’s what all boys say. 

But I mean it. 

We’ll fight over it some other day. We’ve a party to plan! 

She ruffled my hair then wrinkled her nose and said, How long has it been since you washed 

your hair? Icky boy. I need to wash my hands and your hair. 
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Steam rose from the steel bucket. Olives glistened like emeralds in a glass bowl. I sat on a 

block of stone and leaned into the sink and shut my eyes. I heard Chitra dip a mug into the bucket: 

it sucked in water with a squelch, it clinked as it struck the bucket’s metallic edge. Tepid water 

dampened my hair and trickled down my cheeks and eyelids and nose. Chitra squashed two olives 

on my head. I wrinkled my nose and opened my mouth to complain about their smell.  

Chitra said, Shut up or all this rubbish will get into mouth. 

Petulantly I said, My hair’s not a trashcan! 

Her fingers scoured every corner on my scalp. A rich lather frothed my forehead and my ears. 

At this rate you’ll be bald by the time you’re twenty, Chitra said. After towel-drying my hair she gave 

me a comb and said, We’ll do this before the party also, ok? 

On the morning of my birthday, Chitra tacked bloated balloons along the storywall. She 

erected a canopy of red streamers between the ceiling-fan and the four corners in the foyer. We went 

to the bakery and picked up my birthday cake and ten candles that would reflect my age with an 

incandescent appropriateness. Chitra’s eyes darted across the syrup-smelling bakery as she pointed at 

paper-plates, plastic spoons and shiny party caps, Happy Birthday streaked over them in red and 

blue. The baker, a fussy old Parsi, called out the price of each item, odd figures slipping smoothly 

from memory to mouth. With a tilted head and a sheepish face, he said, Special price for you. How 

much the total, baba, teasingly he asked and pinched my cheek and I frowned. Knowing my hatred 

for math, Chitra asked him to hurry up, saying, Sorry, Uncle, guests are coming soon.  

Before we left, he pressed a few toffees into my palms, and muttered, Happy birthday, baba, 

and I forgave him his foibles. 
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That evening, after a shower, I found on my bed a pair of black shorts and a white shirt. 

They smelled like new clothes—starched and ironed over. I wore them and came out of my room. 

Didi hugged me. The prince took forever to get ready but here he’s at last! 

I was struck by the buzz of the guests that gathered up in the next hour. A storm of human 

voices twisting up our bungalow. Chitra invited so many people? And they actually turned up? In the 

crowd was the son of Bulldog. A birthday cap sat rakishly on his head. Its elastic strap pinched his 

chin. He caught my eye and tapped the football in his hand and held it out. Someone clapped and 

said, My, my, Birthday Boy himself. 

I received, from my guests, hugs, kisses, palm-on-head blessings and gift-wrapped presents, 

my face brushing their jewelry, brocade-bordered saris and pearly glittering teeth. In the air of my 

bungalow were so many new smells: baby powders, perfumes, cinnamon and cigarettes breaths and 

handkerchiefs daubed with oils, patchouli and amber.  

Women thumbed the saris of their neighbors admiringly. Middle-aged men smoked on clay 

pipes and recollected silly youthful braveries. Friends realigned plastic chairs to gather in circles of 

familiarity. Grandmothers offered home remedies for perpetually sniveling children. Ordinary 

desires were discussed: booking tickets to watch a movie, deciding on an occasion to visit a newly 

opened dosa restaurant. The life of seclusion we led made the clutter and noise of the ordinary seem 

special that it deserved to be celebrated, more so than my birthday. So I danced Bollywood style to 

Led Zeppelin’s Whole Lotta Love and guests whistled. 

Chitra changed one LP after another. Elvis Presley then the Bee Gees and then Boney M. 

Rasputin pitched up the fever of the party, plump mothers and graying fathers dancing with their 
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children, frowning and jigging their busts in front of the storywall, their boots and high-heels 

pounding the floor, flailing saris striking the astonished faces of kids who watched their parents 

dance to a song about a homicidal Russian. 

A guest, a middle-aged man, stood up and said, We must leave, Rohan has school tomorrow. 

The other guests started to get up as well, one after the other, wiggling their heads to murmurs of 

Yes, yes it’s late. Turning the music down, I felt resentful towards the balding, bucktoothed man 

who initiated the domino effect of departures and consequently the termination of my first birthday 

party. But upon looking at the clock I realized that it wasn’t a quick affair at all: three hours had 

passed by in what seemed like the blink of an eye. 

They filed out of the hall, one after the other, patting my head and uttering small surprising 

niceties—such a well-organized party; your brother is a delight, Chitra.  

Within the hour, with Didi’s help Chitra finished, just as she’d promised Mother, restoring 

the house to its clinical condition. The balloons were gone, as were the streamers, paper plates, colas 

and food. All signs of celebration were plucked, scrubbed, washed, put away. The carpet had been 

cleaned of chips and crumbs. Chitra said, I put the gifts under your bed, we’ll open them on Sunday.  

I wanted to give her a hug, to say thank you. But the bungalow returned to its quarantine 

existence at a velocity that left me dizzy and tongue-tied. It seemed as if the party never happened; 

only this bungalow was a weary reality: all gray contour and walls so tall that its shadows eclipsed our 

lives. Mother never came down. The doors of that upper room remained shut as always. The lure of 

the ordinary faded away. The night’s darkness, after every light had been turned off, pressed upon 
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me the full weight of the school tests, homework and chores that waited for me the next day. I closed 

my eyes and fell asleep. 

 

My life fell into a pattern that autumn. Every afternoon, after lunch with Chitra, balls of rice mixed 

with dhal and alloo-gobi, and before she left for Math coaching classes, we played card games for an 

hour—rummy or five-three-two. We went shopping on Sundays to the farmers’ market, a sloping 

serpentine street where turbaned vendors squatted on their haunches and ministered over baskets of 

shiny vegetables and fruits. Peculiarly, all the beggars sitting there had similar-looking bamboo 

begging bowls, as though they ordered them in bulk and got a discount; I built for myself a spot-the-

difference puzzle around their bamboo begging bowls. Chitra thought I was eyeing the beggars’ 

money and said I was being greedy. 

She rationed my pencils by breaking them into two and giving me one, and when I once 

complained that I wanted to sharpen them some more so I could collect pencil shavings, perfectly 

round Pencil Skirts, she said, Pencils are not there for you to sharpen the hell out of them for the 

shavings. I poked the pencil to my cheek and said, Not sharp, at which Chitra swatted my hand and 

said, Don’t put lead on your face, don’t be dense. 

Of the stories she read to me in those days it is the myth of Dhanvantri that I remember 

most clearly. He’s born on Creation day when darkness was first tamed by sunlight. He emerges 

from a pearl’s pink-white belly, slips vaporously from the oyster’s open shell and rises from the bed 

of the sea, bringing aloft a pot of an overflowing creamy elixir, and after becoming the king of 
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Benaras, brings to the humans the medicine of the god that in human language receives the name of 

Ayurveda. 

She found at a scrap dealer a tattered copy of the Matsya Purana, a book of prophecies, each 

predication masked as a fable narrated by a fish swimming in the celestial ocean. She read to me a 

piece about distant future people with big evolved heads and small bodies and withered emotional 

sensibilities. We decided that what the movies and novels called aliens were really these future 

generations traveling back in time and landing in our years to take the resources they’ve run out of. 

We derived a conclusion of watertight logic, we thought, we had conjured up connections that had 

occurred to not one mythologist or scientist or fabulist. Aliens are future humans traveling back in 

time. For an evening we were both convinced that we had very bright futures. 

  



52 
 

{VI}:{Why Can’t Chitra Marry Furniture?} 

 

By eighteen, Didi—who spent almost all her time with her artist friends or locked in her room, 

creating watercolor canvases that, once complete, were wrapped in brown paper and taken out and 

never seen again (we never knew if she sold them or gave them away or who knows, threw them into 

the sea)—had decided on choosing an art education over an arranged marriage, and she was vocal 

about her decision. For six months, arguments over the subject often broke out over dinner.  

Mother said, Marry a nice rich man. He’ll pay for you to pursue your interests. 

Didi said, Pursue my interests at sixty, you mean. When I’m done popping out his babies 

and cooking for his parents and the army of aunts and countless uncles who’ll come visiting. 

He’ll get you costly paints. And fine brushes. Made of squirrel’s fur, just imagine. 

Yes, pretend you didn’t hear what I said. I’ll go ahead and do exactly the same. 

The next morning, when Mother brought home pictures of prospective grooms, Didi said, 

You don’t get it? I won’t do this. I’ll get married when I want to. To someone of my choice. 

No harm in taking a look, said Mother holding out the wad of pictures. 

Didi stormed out of the house and returned at dinnertime.  

What kind of reckless behavior is this, Mother said, I prohibit you from eating. Stay hungry 

for a night and think about what you did. 

Didi sat down in front of Mother and said, Dinner I’m not skipping. I’m starving. 

In that case I won’t eat dinner, Mother said. 

Your wish. I’m eating either way. 
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Mother blinked disbelievingly at Didi who mixed a healthy portion of rice and roasted 

eggplant curry. Delicious, she said, after feeding herself a mouthful. 

Your sister made it, Mother said, Unlike you she knows her way around the kitchen. 

Didi clapped Chitra on the back and said in a deep, man’s voice, Let’s you and I get married, 

I be your husband, you be my wife, what say, both daughters married in one shot, save Mother some 

trouble and plenty money. I won’t take dowry, not a single paisa, my word. 

Chitra looked embarrassed. I burst out laughing. 

Shagun, Mother admonished. Don’t laugh at such vulgar jokes. I’m cursed, my eldest one is 

simply characterless. 

Character reminds me. Next time you bring me groom pictures I’ll get their address and go 

paint some interesting art on their walls. You know what I mean, don’t you? 

Mother exclaimed, Don’t you dare blacken the Mathur family name in the marriage market. 

You’ll ruin Chitra’s prospects of finding a suitable match. 

Didi said, Then you better keep this groom business away from me. By the way, you’re still 

here. Might as well eat something. 

And so Mother renounced the dream of fixing an arranged marriage for Didi.  

Chitra, on the other hand, nurtured dreams of domesticity. And so when she turned 

eighteen, Mother approached the Dhanalaskmi Marriage Bureau (Brahmins Only), claiming that her 

eldest daughter was already spoken for—Son of my husband’s friend in London, she lied uneasily on 

the phone—and that she now was looking for a groom for her second daughter, aged eighteen.  
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On stormy evenings that monsoon, Chitra spoke to me, well into the night, of the kind of 

man she wanted to marry, the children she wanted raise, the amount of money she planned to sock 

away for their education, the holidays she wanted to take with her family, the sort of home she 

wished to be caretaker of: a deck house with palm trees and a well; draped in a silk sari she’d wait by 

an oak-table with a spread of steaming dishes held in imported crockery; her home’s evening air 

brimming with a soft glow of candles and the fragrance of okra cooked in a turmeric and rosemary; 

her husband returning home and pressing into her braided hair a string of lilies. For a girl who told 

me stories so extraordinary, her own dreams were quite ordinary.  

 

In my thirteenth year outsiders began visiting us: parents of prospective grooms who wore suits and 

saris and matching necklaces and sat fanning their sweating faces with handkerchiefs on the furniture 

that Mother rented out for the occasion—two rupees for a sofa, two wooden chairs, plus one coffee 

table, delivered on the day of the bridal viewing, taken back the next morning. 

When Chitra walked out of the kitchen and into the drawing room, holding a tray of 

sweetmeats and tumblers of mango lassi, the anklets on her tense feet let out a warning chime and 

our guests sat up, adjusting their elaborate costumes to appear important. They studied her lowered 

face with raised eyebrows and cynical stares. Squinting, shaking her head, the prospective groom’s 

mother would say, Did not get her mother’s color I see. Mother squirmed as if Chitra was an 

illegitimate child whose dark skin brought to light the long-buried skeleton of some immodest affair.  

Chitra’s face would crumple. Her eyes would be fixed on the floor.  
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After washing down the saffron and coconut barfis Chitra prepared with the cool sweet lassi, 

they left, the woman and her aging husband promising to get back, and of course, never fulfilling 

their promise. Each time her bedecked parade terminated in this silence, Chitra abandoned one of 

her dreams, reconciling to a life in which her man did not come home with a chain of lilies and food 

was eaten from stainless-steel plates at a time when even the cicadas had fallen asleep. 

The ninth time the rented furniture was delivered, peddled home, as always, on a rickshaw, 

it had rained all morning. The driver covered the sofa under two layers of plastic sheets, but the 

slashing rain found a way to the upholstery and left a patch of dampness on the backrest. By 

afternoon, when our visitors came home, a smell like that of a wet dog had filled the hall. The 

woman asked, Do you have a pet? She sniffed the food that was offered. Mother apologized for not 

having an air freshener. Your bungalow is old, said the woman and cast a scrutinizing eye on the 

ceiling, on the walls. A brown spotted lizard clucked its tongue repeatedly and disappeared behind 

Father’s photograph. 

It was pouring the next morning and a messenger came home and told us that the rickshaw 

man had refused to drive the furniture back in such heavy rain. Tell him we won’t pay extra, Mother 

said to him as he stood outside, under the cover of the slanted roof, drenched on his way here despite 

the umbrella that he now held away from his body, the rain behind him a cacophonous curtain of 

raindrops.  

And tell him it was damp and smelling when the guests came, said Mother before shutting 

the door on his face. From the shuttered window I saw him stand with his back pressed to the door, 

his clothes glued to his body, his chest traced out on his wet white shirt, his hands folded against his 



56 
 

belly. Each time the wind lashed rain onto his face, he ran a fist over his mouth and nose, the boy-

man who seemed like he may be no more than twenty. 

I fetched a towel, went up to him, said, Dry yourself.  

He smiled and scrubbed the towel vigorously over his head and down his face. He held his 

lips stiffly to keep them from shivering. I asked him, Do you want some tea?  

His cranked his eyebrows up at the unexpected offer. He said, Tea would be nice.  

In the kitchen a lidded pot sat bubbling on the stove, filling the air with smell of starched 

white rice. I tilled the green teapot and poured a cup of milk tea into a glass tumbler.  

He sat on the threshold and I sat by his side and saw him bring the glass to his tawny lips. 

He held some tea in his mouth before he gulped and closed his eyes. Ginger and cinnamon, he said. 

I had never seen a man in such close proximity before. Everything about him transfixed me: the 

rough day-old beard that dotted his jaw, his voice as he set his wrist on my shoulder and spoke about 

the college he went to, the sea he saw when opened the window of his dorm room. He was the son 

of the man who rented us this furniture, studying in a neighboring town, here on a short vacation.  

I must go now, he said getting up after an hour or so had passed. The shower had diluted by 

then to a harmless drizzle. He got up, spread his hands out, rotated his clenched fists and arced his 

back. He picked up his umbrella and shook it hard. Water droplets, gleaming dew-like on its satin 

surface, exploded in the air. 

Will you come again, I asked, clasping my ankles. 

He tilted his head and smiled. I don’t come here often. 

Not even to meet your father? I asked. 
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Things change as you grow up. You don’t want them to. But sometimes they do. You’ll see. 

He held out his hand. No one had shaken my hand before. I treat you as an equal, his hand 

said to me. My hand found its way to his. My palm and fingers were drowned in his grasp. The back 

of his hand was lined with hair. Curly, soft, black. I sat on the steps and watched him walk out of 

the gate. He looked my way again and smiled and winked and then continued walking, holding the 

open umbrella to his left, letting the drizzle reach his body. He cocked is head and opened his mouth 

and drank rainwater. He turned left into Lawson’s colony and was gone. 

Did you give him tea, said Chitra. She was sautéing onions that glistened, sizzled and paled 

against the dark iron pot.  

It was cold, he was drenched, he was shivering, I said. I left his glass in the sink. 

She pointed at the towel on my shoulder. Put that for wash, she said. With my face pressed 

to the screendoor that led to the backyard, I remembered his sandy voice. Things change when you 

grow up. 

Opening the screendoor, I said, He’s nice, and stepped out quickly and circled the house and 

went to the wash area. Looking around to make sure no one was watching, I pressed the towel to my 

face and drew in a deep breath. It held a pleasantly pungent smell, something rusty and roasted. 

Water filled with something heavier. Closing my eyes, I conjured up his face, his upper lip lined 

with stubble hair, his small, uneven teeth. My face was drenched in the water sponged off his face. A 

strand of his hair was stuck to my nose. I peeled it off and stuffed it in my pocket. I dropped the 

towel in the laundry basket and went back in through the front door.  

I didn’t know his name. I called him Furniture and made up stories about him for days. 
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After their scrutiny of Chitra had reached an end, our guests, an old couple with grave faces and 

pitch-black skins collected their bags and put away their plates, the disapproving curve of their lips 

telling us already what their decision was likely to be.  

Didi came home just as they were preparing to leave. She carried her drawing sheets in an 

aluminum tube that she slung across her body. She wore an ochre blouse and gown and tied her hair 

into a bun. She had come back from her painting class and looked flushed from hours of standing in 

front of the easel and practicing the strokes detailed by her teacher. In the dim, flickering 

candlelight, I watched the jaws of the old couple drop as they watched Didi—her light skin. This 

was why Mother normally conducted these bridal viewings late in the afternoon, so that by the time 

Didi returned from her art class, the guests would be gone.  

Didi smiled and nodded at them and started to walk towards her room.  

This one. 

The old woman spoke, her eyes, cruel and exacting, fixed on Mother, her forefinger pointing 

with precision. If you wish, she said, The marriage can take place between our son and this fair one.  

Chitra shrank in her chair. Mother’s face paled. The woman’s finger slowly crept back to her 

fist and her hand returned to her lap. Of course, she continued, clearing her throat, She has to wear 

only saris. And what’s that tube? That must go too. Can she cook? 

Enough, said Didi. Look at your own face, black as buffalo’s. Didi walked up to Chitra, who 

by now was crying with her eyes screwed shut. Holding Chitra’s quavering shoulders, Didi said, You 

demand that my sister sing, cook, walk in front of you but you don’t even show us your boy’s 
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picture? What are you hiding? Did he get his mother’s color? And this tube, it has some nudes I 

painted. Want to see? They have fair bodies. 

The couple got up and marched out, muttering under their breaths. Didi shouted behind 

them, Speak out loud. Cowards. 

Mother pressed her fists to the arms of the chair and got up. She said, What have you done? 

You’ll be the end of me I tell you. 

Didi cocked her head and said, I’ll not let my sister suffer in a family where she’s not 

respected. If waiting for the right man means her marriage gets delayed, it’s just as well. 

Mother sucked in a sharp breath through clenched teeth. Foolish girl! What don’t you 

understand? We can’t make pricey demands. Sixteen parents have rejected your sister. Sixteen. If she 

gets old also who’ll marry my dark girl? 

Chitra jumped out of the chair and ran into her room and locked the door. Didi shook her 

head. How did you have the heart to say that, Mother? you’re merciless.  

Please open, Didi begged, knocking at the locked door.  

Inherent goodness, I realized that day, is an aside; your appearance is your true credential. 

You might betray the trust of those who believe you, but if you have chiseled features and a skin the 

color of jasmines, you’ll be oiled with love, your every breach of faith justified. I looked out the 

window at the moonless night studded with stars. The heavens too belong to the good-looking. 

Prayers unaccompanied by incense or fresh flowers are forbidden from entering.  

I said, Chitra should marry Furniture. 

Inside her room Chitra stopped crying. 
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What an awful thing to say, Shagun, said Didi. What has Mother hammered into your head? 

Mother said nothing. 

So this is your idea of some sick joke? Have your sister marry an inanimate object? 

Not furniture like sofa chair table. Furniture the boy who came this morning.  

I heard Chitra’s footsteps as she walked up to the door.  

He’s the son of the man who gets our furniture, I said. 

Mother said, Why would you suggest that, Shagun? Did Chitra say something? Does she 

have feelings for that boy? Shouldn’t have let that boy hang around. I knew it! 

Chitra said, the door still locked, Tell her, Shagun! You’ll land me in trouble. 

I said, Mother, stop. Chitra said nothing. It’s what I think. 

Mother looked at me, astonished, as though considering for the first time the possibility that 

her youngest born, on the brink of fourteen, can express an opinion.  

He’s a nice man, Mother. I sat and spoke to him. 

You did what? When was that? 

Today. After you shut him out in the rain. 

Chitra said, Shagun gave him a towel and a cup of tea. 

Mother said, Did you take the towel back? 

I said, Mother, the towel’s not the point. Your towel is safe. He doesn’t need your towel. 

Talk to his father about Chitra when you call him about the furniture rent. 

I’m doing no such thing, Mother said. That’s all I need now. Marrying my girl off to a low-

caste. And what do you know about him? You spoke to him for what, ten minutes? 
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An hour. Know more about him than you do about these grooms you never meet. 

Didi said, Shagun has a point. Forget caste. No harm in seeing Shagun’s furniture boy. 

Mother looked as if she was going to be ill. Please don’t plant funny ideas in Chitra’s head, 

she said and beat a hasty retreat to her room.  

Well done, Shagun, said Didi, You’re growing up. 

Chitra unlatched the door.  

I said, I want Chitra to marry him. I want them to have beautiful babies. 

At this, Chitra opened the door and for the first time in days, burst out laughing. Not funny, 

I said, taking their laughter as a slight to Furniture—that even the notion of him being Chitra’s 

husband was laughable.  

Why do you call him Furniture? said Didi. Why not find out his name? 

More laughter.  

I got up in the middle of the night and went and slept on Furniture’s sofa and was woken up 

next morning by Mother. The rickshaw had come to take the furniture away. Those sofa sets and 

chairs and table did not come home again for days. On the floor where the sofa stood intermittently, 

month after month, there were four circles of paleness. I touched them every day until the second-

hand furniture Mother bought from Furniture’s father covered them for good. 

 

One Sunday, Chitra woke me up at six in the morning. Come with me, she said. 

We walked through cold streets, stepping in and out of a gray morning mist. We went to the 

station and followed the tracks, out of the town and into the wilderness till we reached an 
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abandoned factory where the tracks broke into two pairs, one pair continuing at ground-level, the 

other going uphill.  

The tracks up there are no longer used, Chitra said. Help me.  

We walked through a hole in the compound wall of the factory and found an abandoned 

wagon car, parked under a tree, piled with fallen leaves. We tilted the car and emptied it and the 

wind took their brittle leafy bodies and scattered them. Together we picked the wagon up and took 

it out and up the small hill and set it down onto the tracks.  

I clambered in and held onto the rusting iron edges and Chitra leaned forward and pushed 

with a grunt. The wagon quickly gained speed. Terracotta-roofed homes in the distance, dandelions 

nodding over the factory wall, its blackened dysfunctional towers, and turquoise snapshots of the 

ocean appeared and vanished. From her face straining next to mine her laughter rose like a feather 

dislodged from a carpet. 

Chitra stopped short and doubled over and pressed her fists to her knees when the line and 

the hill ended abruptly, overlooking a ravine. Her heavy breathing was audible in the clear silent day, 

punctured occasionally by the cries of wheeling parakeets and seagulls. We turned the car around 

and Chitra slumped in and I pushed her back to the beginning of the hill.  

We switching roles, joy rider then joy ride provider, until our exhaustion burdened the 

pleasure we derived. We sat for a while in the hole in the wall, grateful for its shade.  

Needed some fresh air, Chitra said. I’m tired of these groom visits. 

Then ask Mother to stop, I said. Didi did. You don’t have to get married. 

I don’t have to. 



63 
 

Stay here, then. We’ll come here every week and play Wagon. 

We heard the whistle of a train. From the hole we watched its bulky red body explode past 

us, a sharp wind whipping up our hair, our clothes. It deepened the silence it left in its wake. Chitra 

spoke about putting things in a bag and just going somewhere for a holiday. Her words filled with 

me a desire for travel that I did not have before. The tracks seemed to contain a new promise.  

We took a bus to Lawson’s Colony, sitting on the steps. 

How did you know about that place? I asked. 

The factory? Father worked there. He’d take us there sometimes. After it was shutdown and 

before he left for London. 

Don’t go anywhere, I said again. If Mother’s a pest we’ll go live in the abandoned factory. 

We’ll take our clothes in the wagon car and wash them, said Chitra. 

We’ll sneak home at night and steal food, I said. 

The dream was abandoned in the daylight, before we stepped into the bungalow that waited 

for us, with walls full of pictures, with stairs we no longer climbed. But the act of sharing the dream 

sent a surge of warmth up my chest when I saw Chitra pour water from a glass onto her tilted face. 

 

Chitra’s marriage was settled shortly after she turned nineteen. She sat in her room, chin propped 

over her right hand, looking at the photo of her husband to-be, an obnoxiously obese widower with 

a mangy moustache and thick, tousled eyebrows. He wore beveled glasses. He was older than Chitra 

by sixteen years. After he consented to marry Chitra, after the dowry amount was agreed on, he came 
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home with his family and Mother and his parents exchanged milk-cakes to celebrate the occasion. 

He looked my way and smiled, the potbellied fatso who needed a cane to help him up a staircase. 

Don’t be shy, he said, his gruff voice unsuitable for the sweetness he stupidly tried infusing 

his words with. Come, sit with me and talk. He patted the empty cushion to his left.  

Mother looked from him to me. Go, Shagun, he’s calling you.  

She competed with him for my hatred. She nudged me on my shoulder and added, a little 

more sternly, Go, Shagun. I swatted her hand away and ran up the stairs. Mother tittered and said, 

He’s a shy boy, doesn’t see too many people at home, no? Don’t mind, son.  

From the landing, I turned and looked at the son. He was nodding in acknowledgement to 

what Mother had said but his eyes were fixed on me, and I knew then that he was unlikely to forget 

how I’d rejected his invitation. 

That night, as I sat on the terrace by myself—as punishment for my behavior in front of the 

groom and his family, Mother asked that I eat alone—I thought men might be aging and have 

receding hairlines, but it was in their power to ask for beautiful wives. And if they were gifted with 

good looks, the gods would step down in order to offer them their ruby-studded thrones; my image 

of heaven realigned itself, acquired a tagline. Available to handsome men only.  

That day, all the gods that once animated the stories Chitra told me were reduced to colored 

cartoons, impoverished paper creatures who could be burned, crumpled, sold off to a scrap dealer, be 

used as paper cones by peanut vendors. 
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Handsome men only—Shagun’s tagline for heaven had, I suspect, more to it than cynicism. While 

the bridal visits made Shagun angry with the arranged marriage system and with his mother for 

dragging his sister down that road, he seemed to be drawn by the men, by the power they wielded. 

He despised their rejection because he sought their acceptance, and the quality that kept this 

acceptance from being forthcoming, beauty, rose to significance in Shagun’s psyche. 

Furniture, in Shagun’s perception, had both beauty and accessible power, and their 

transaction—the services he offered, the warm reception he received in return—set, I believe, a 

pattern in his life: how he’d interact with the men he felt drawn to. 

After some inquiry, I find the building where Furniture’s father shop is located, but to my 

dismay, find a video lending library in its place. I absently browse through the tapes that are 

organized by the decades, films from the 70s taking up six racks.  

We don’t have English films. 

A man with a thin moustache on a weathered, angular face, who’s wearing a brown kurta 

over a pair of blue jeans and black sandals, holds out his hand. Shaking it I say, in Hindi, I’m 

Indian. My mother is. 

He smiles and says, That’s good. You like films from the 70s? Bachan maybe? 

His demeanor is surprising and comforting: with polite reticence, with not a bit of surprise, 

he absorbs what I tell him and realigns with it his perception. 

To be honest I was hoping to see the furniture shop. 

His eyebrows shoot up. How did you hear about it?  

My friend. From the Mathur house. They rented your sofa and some chairs. 
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He smiles wider and a dimple forms a fissure on his gaunt cheek. It was my father’s shop. 

Been gone more than six years now. 

So here he was: the man whose lock of hair Shagun kept, his hair now long, the black of well 

water—that’s what it must smell like. For a moment I have the urge to take him to bed and then 

report back to Shagun: this is how it felt, the heat of the body you desired, his moustache on my 

thigh, his wide wrist in my grip, his pulse throbbing against my thumb. 

Why videos? I ask. 

Easier to circulate than those heavy pieces of furniture. 

What did you do with them? 

Sold some, some remade into these racks right here. 

But it was all so old! 

Exactly. Tough to maintain. 

His face carries an unhindered clarity. He doesn’t wait for the old to turn to antiques, for 

sentimentality to collect around objects. He renounces the burden of the past and carries in his mind 

only the drop of the moment. He sleeps well, I imagine, no matter what direction the day takes. His 

lightness is what turns his beautiful face into a charming one, it is his source of power, what made 

Shagun as a boy, and me now, two weary souls who willingly bandy the weight of the past, want to 

linger a moment longer in his presence.  

Maybe you can lend me a movie. Bachan’s good.  

He plucks a couple movies out of the 70s rack and asks me to choose. I select one at random.  

He takes down my name and address and says I can keep it for five days.  
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How do you know the Mathur family? he asks. 

The son. The boy. He’s no longer boy. You might not remember him. 

You never forget a stranger’s kindness, he says and holds his hand out once more. 

I’m overcome by the sensation that I’ve touched not his hand but the hand of the boy 

Shagun that Furniture once held, and I look away so he doesn’t see the hot rush of tears in my eyes. 

I don’t ask him his name. I want to remember him as Furniture. 

The ward boy helps me rent a video player and TV. I play the movie for Shagun, hoping it 

would help him relive the visuals of the time when he watched the film. 
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{VII }:{Box of Forgotten Articles} 

 

A week before the wedding, Mother’s relatives turned up at our doorstep, women from her 

hometown, Banaras, ten of them in all—some with the ends of their saris tucked into their blouses, 

someone with a bawling baby on her hip, one with a manservant behind, a rolled-up holdall on his 

head—here to help with the prenuptial rituals, to sing wedding songs, to welcome with a litany of 

chants the god of prosperity, the four-limbed deity who the ancients believed attended weddings, 

aloft on a lotus, and who if appeased, blessed couples with an offspring of extraordinary gifts.  

The family heirlooms and the bridal mangalsutra were taken to the temple of the goddess of 

fertility. The next day, Mother and her relatives, dressed in brocade saris and singing welcome songs 

set to the beat of a drum, brought them back, spread out on banana leaves. Another day, they offered 

homage to the elements: butter to the fire, frankincense to the air, lotus petals to the sky, holy basil 

to the earth, hundred-and-eight coconuts pledged to the Ganges, to be set afloat in the river when 

the women returned to Banaras. 

On the fourth day, as the voices of women in excited pitches rose in the dining hall amid a 

thicket of smells, sautéed peppercorns and ginger-garlic-onion, I found, in the bathroom, whose 

walls effused the smells of sandalwood bath soap and talcum powder, a maroon bindi left glued to 

the mirror and I shuffled about the damp tiled floor until the bindi appeared to the center of my 

reflected forehead. The next morning a trinket and a silver bangle were forgotten by the well, and 

the same evening, someone left an embroidered handkerchief in the kitchen. I rummaged the 

bungalow for other forgotten possessions and deposited what I found in a carton, on which I wrote, 
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with a red marker, Box of Forgotten Articles. I left in the forecourt. Some objects were reclaimed 

and newer ones stood briefly orphaned—a tattered prayer book, a bib caked with a splotch of 

Ceralac, a woman’s black and white photo torn and pasted with a tape smudged with fingerprints. 

One morning, two women crossed each other at the kitchen’s threshold, one bringing in a 

heap of shredded cabbage, the other carrying out a snack of okra and rice cakes. 

What does the color of the okra say, said the one who was going in. 

A deep red, our Chitra will have a blast on her bridal night, replied the other woman. 

They broke into throaty laughter. Over the sound of fritters that sputtered in groundnut oil, 

rose a voice from the kitchen. The henna is ready, I bring it over? 

Someone from the courtyard replied, We’re all here, might as well. 

A girl with a blue veil wrapped around her head and a strand of jet-black hair falling over her 

face poured warm henna into Mylar tissue cones. She leaned over waiting palms, gently pressed the 

cone, and with the thin paste that piped out of the tapered end, drew paisleys, peacocks, elephant 

heads, swans, sea-waves, coconuts, poppy vines, mangoes and their leaves and in between the leaves 

initials of their husbands. SM on Mother’s hand. 

Then, they sat in the foyer, sitting cross-legged on the floor or on coir stools with their hands 

spread out for the henna to dry to a deep russet. They shared news about married daughters, 

grandchildren, maidservant attitudes, knee surgeries, unpaid dowries, Kuwait visas, scandalous affairs 

in their colonies. They asked Mother questions that she patiently answered.  

Standing outside my room I drank in her face down to the finest lines penciled around her 

eyes and mouth like filigree on silver.  
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A heavy knock punctured the air. They stopped talking and looked towards the door where 

there stood a tall, dour-looking man with an owlish face. He wore a tan-brown vest, khaki reliefs, 

and a v-necked t-shirt. A flat cap sat on his head. He doffed and a jet of thick gray hair sprang out. 

Mother stood up and the man held out his burly arms and squared his thick shoulders. Mother ran 

up to him, the ends of her sari and her hair flying behind her. She stood on her toes and pressed her 

cheek to his shoulder and held her hands, still wet with henna, inches from his back. He dug his 

chin into her head and closed his eyes. Their bodies shuddered together.  

I’d seen his photo on the right wall, but it took me a moment to map him to his picture.  

He was my father. 

Extracting herself from his arms, she whispered something in his ear. He nodded and walked 

towards Didi ’s room, his bag swinging over his right shoulder. I stepped back into my shadowed 

room. He passed by me, leaving a thick whiff of some kind of musty, musky body odor. 

Mother swiveled on a foot, her sari billowing about her feet, her hair about her face. She 

said, A big family dinner. That’s what’s in order. At last. So much to celebrate. 

Four women got up and hugged her and pinched her ears and kissed her hair and shoulder. I 

flushed in response. They went into the kitchen to organize the collective feast she desired. Mother 

sat down and spoke to the rest. The sounds of hissing pans and bubbling pots and the ladles used to 

stir the lentils and curries rose behind me and drowned her voice out. Her expressions were like 

those of the moonstruck actresses in the Bollywood movies we saw on Doordarshan every Saturday 

afternoon: she was no longer the brooding Meena Kumari; she was Madhubala, her face, with a lop-

sided smile, full of mischief and the desire to conceal.  
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We stood in a circle in our backyard, and holding hands, read out a hymn in honor of Ganesha, the 

presiding deity of auspicious beginning. Then, after a moment’s silence—a silence washed by the 

crackle of sea-waves, froth and water shivering against a million grains of sand—we sat down cross-

logged under paper lanterns that ran from the banana tree to Mother’s window, their glimmering 

amber bellies pressed against the slowly darkening sky.  

I discreetly observed Mother and Father across the sari-clad legs of the cooks who milled 

about, serving us out of steel pails, the tinkle of their anklets setting to rhythm the soft conversations 

everyone had fallen into, the two women who flanked me talking over my head and shaking their 

hand vigorously, their bangles jingling in my ear. 

As the last trace of daylight picked its gown and left the sky, Mother’s face turned from the 

pale glow of dusk to the deep orange of the lanterns. She kept shaking her head to brush aside the 

two locks of hair that falling on her forehead. Father tucked them behind her ear. 

Suddenly, Mother called out my name. Shagun? Where are you. 

The conversations, suspended for a few seconds, resumed when my voice didn’t step forward 

to claim that silence. 

Shagun, she called again, where are you? 

The woman to my left called out, Your son’s here. Over my head her fingers hovered like a 

swarm of mosquitoes. 

Mother dropped her head a little, leveled her eyes with mine. Why won’t you respond when 

I call you, son? she said. 
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I cupped a palm around my ear and leaned towards her a frowning face, pretending I 

couldn’t hear. 

My neighbor said to me, She’s asking why you didn’t reply. 

I said, I know, Aunty, it’s a game we sometimes play. A kind of dumb charades. 

She resumed gossiping about her husband, the affair she thought he was having with her 

neighbor’s daughter who was eighteen. 

Mother’s voice reached me again, cutting through conversations. This is your father. 

I leaned towards her another frowning face. Hand around my ear. 

She swept an arm my way, said, And this is your son. Shagun. A Mathur, of course. 

They burst out laughing and a few faces tilted towards them and smiled. They’re together 

again. Mice, someone said. That can’t be right, I thought. Surely they meant nice. 

After dinner, the backyard was cleared and washed, and then, the celebration shifted to the 

forecourt where, by the well, Mother, along with Chitra, was given a bridal bath, their bodies 

wrapped in towels, well water poured over their heads with copper mugs, their faces smeared with 

wet turmeric, their hands and feet with wet sandalwood. As their glistening faces and limbs caked 

into, first a bright yellow, then a tawny brown, women squatted around them and sang and clapped, 

they pinched Mother on the waist and playfully kicked her toe with their feet. Chitra, sitting to 

Mother’s right, was reduced to minor character in the act of her own wedding.  

I felt something slip away from me and turned away and went sat in the backyard. 
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Once when I was five, Mother told me, Your father asked about your first day at school. Do I tell 

him you were crying till you got back home?  

When I regarded her with an unblinking gaze, a fistful of rice held in front of my open 

mouth, she ruffled my hair. Don’t worry. I won’t tell him. If you promise to go to school properly. 

Chitra, unlike Mother, correctly interpreted my expression to be not embarrassment but 

shock—that he who never occupied my thoughts mentioned my name in his letter. So she took to 

giving us, Mud and Milk and I, occasionally, after she read us our bedtime stories, anecdotal 

accounts about Father.  

Before Father left, she once said, I buried my head in a notebook whenever the peon came to 

my class with a notice. I’d pray with all my heart it wasn’t the clerk calling me to his cabin. 

But why were you called? I asked. 

The fees students paid annually, we paid in three installments. Timed to Father’s quarterly 

bonus. When payments weren’t on time, he called to remind us. Classmates sometimes screwed their 

fingers into my arm and teased me. Are you being dismissed? 

He left for London, Chitra told me, three months before I was born. The day I was born his 

job at the construction firm where he was serving on probation was made permanent, and 

connecting two incidents—my birth, his first tryst with prosperity—Father decided I ushered an era 

of good luck for the family. It’s a sign, he said. A boy after twelve years and four girls. So he asked 

that I be named me Shagun, the auspicious one.  

He sends us money, so now we’re comfortable: she’d end all her anecdotes in this vein. 
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Having never met Father, I found it impossible to associate with him the qualities Chitra 

extolled him for, and because the anecdotes came right after Chitra read us her mythological stories, 

he became to me a character, a myth, a good man with a story that failed to sustain my interest. 

Perhaps what I sought was not a magnificent story of valor and triumph. Quite the opposite. It was 

his frailty I wanted to hear about. Where in his story was the struggle of the fallen prince who had to 

be a woman for a year? He was projected always as the hero, never the injured. His perfection held 

him at a remove. If in her depiction Chitra had included even a single brushstroke of vulnerability, 

he may have been able to enter my imagination. The Father who struggled with leaving his children. 

Who faced his in job some form of discrimination. A weakness that the hero struggles with and then 

emerges out of.  

 

One of Mother’s cousins clapped my shoulder and said, Look, the fellow feels shy to meet his father. 

She dug her hands under my arms, forcing me to stand up. She jostled me out of the backyard and 

through the kitchen and shoved me into a stuffy room and tapped my head. She laughed and shut 

the door behind me. I was in his presence.  

We were in Didi’s room. It smelled of linseed oil and the floor was lined with unfinished 

canvases: a staring man without the detail of his eyebrows; a painted jungle and in it a big cat, a 

panther or jaguar, outlined in pencil; a baby being breastfed, his face an oval without features, with 

only the detail of his pink gums. Why did she work on more than one painting at a time? 

I clasped my hands and studied the giant perched on the bed, sipping on tea. A look of 

surprise flickered in his eyes, as though he expected us to meet under a different set of circumstances, 
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perhaps in a space that wasn’t so private, the drawing hall maybe, or the kitchen. I was projecting 

upon him what I wished for. 

Now that he was here, a flesh-and-blood reality, I tried giving him the disposition of the 

heroic provider that he was in Chitra’s stories.  

His surprise, as it turned out, was disappointingly fleeting, and he now watched me with 

undisguised keenness. My throat ached. I wanted to gulp down a bottle of water. He set aside his 

half-finished cup of tea and with a curled finger beckoned me to come closer.  

He held my head in cupped palms. He clutched my shoulder. Stand straight, he said, and 

moved his eyes slowly from my head to toe until his little lashes met and he closed his eyes. He 

thumbed my eyebrows and ran a knuckle down my cheek. He turned me around and placed his 

palm on my back and turned me back and brought to my cheek a shivering bony finger. He seemed 

not so much to be meeting his son as measuring him, checking to see if this boy he’d helped 

manufacture into existence had undergone, already, the wear-and-tear of time. 

Then, he picked me up, his fifteen-year-old, and put me in his lap.  

He pressed his cracked lips to my forehead. He lowered his head slowly, offering me his 

forehead, and I had to kiss him there. His skin was shiny and reeked of something old and foreign, 

which I found disconcerting; all things foreign, I thought, smell fresh and alluring. Four shirt 

buttons were open. He had my hazel eyes. The tips of his mouth curved downward.  

He said, I’m your Father.  
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I heard his voice for the first time. It contained a plea. As if he was not making a statement 

but asking me a question in the hope that I would in response offer him a confirmation that would 

straighten his question to a fact. 

Thumbing the chair he sat on, I said, This looks new. You brought it with you? 

He shook his head in response to my absurd question. He chewed his lower lip and his eyes 

welled up. His cheek, I noticed, was pitted and looked like a wall painted with a low-grade primer. 

I know, I said, as a delayed acknowledgment to his introduction. I saw your picture. 

I wanted to end my sentence with the word Father, but it was stuck in my throat and I 

coughed.  

The postman asks about you every month, I added, his silence making me uneasy. 

I heard him gulp. A large tear trickled down his weathered skin. I touched it distractedly, not 

knowing what else to do with my hands. 

Perhaps thinking that I wanted to wipe the tear away, Father embraced me hard, chanting, 

Oh my poor, poor son. He smothered my face against the wet wiry hair on his chest. My nose 

flooded with the stench of musk and dry sweat. His stubble scraped my forehead. He scrubbed my 

arms ferociously.  

I felt none of the tenderness that could’ve belonged to the moment, a son united with his 

father after a fifteen year absence. Instead, I felt trapped in the grip of a stranger who, I felt certain, 

was wrapping his arms around me to claim me, to take me away. We would live in London, only he 

and I, in his studio apartment, eating at the same small table, our knees touching, sleeping on the 

same bed, our breaths in each other’s faces, waking up in the morning to use the same bathroom, 



77 
 

Father walking in on me and brushing and lazily watching me as I showered, head lowered and 

shamefaced, hand held in front of my privates. A month later, or two, the postman would return to 

his routine, broken after the death of his English Ammas, posing unto Mother the same question, 

with a conjunction, another noun added: I hope London is treating Shalya sahib and Shagun baba 

well. Their voices would be gouged out of memory, Chitra’s, Mother’s, Didi’s, and I’d be reduced, 

like Father, to a man of the world, a provider living away from his family, all rough edges and worn 

surfaces, wearing with pride the stink of my labor, why hide it under perfume, under a long clean 

bath of soap and shampoo, that would surely be absurd. 

In our short-lived embrace, lasting a few seconds, there erupted in my head all these doubts, 

no, these certainties. They became memories with all the weight of a time already lived.  

A warm liquid left my body without my will; it hissed and darkened my trousers and rushed 

down my pant legs and dripped onto the floor, stinking the room up, an odor that had to it the taste 

of rotten rice. 

The noise died down to a trickle. Father drew back; his hands fell to his side, he moved his 

chest away from my head. He looked down and wrinkled his nose. His mouth slackened, his eyes 

grew dim. He was a mourner at his son’s funeral. Hardly had he met the boy he sought, whom, year 

upon year, he shaped with expectation and hope, and he was already deceased, leaving me behind, an 

illegible simulacrum who had no control over his essential bodily functions. 

He gently placed me down. I’d left on his pant a stain. Near the thigh. 

He opened the door and called for Chitra. It had become quiet outside. Where was 

everyone? How long was I with him in that room? 
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When Chitra came in, Father placed his hand on her head, not drawing her close, not 

hugging her. I wished I was born a girl.  

He congratulated then blessed her. I hope he turns out to be a nice man, he said. Take good 

care of him, he advised. Let him know you’ve had a fine upbringing. 

What do you know about our upbringing, I thought.  

He said, Will you please help Shagun back to his room? 

Chitra looked at the stain on his pant. She blinked at me uncomprehendingly and held her 

hand out. We left the room, Chitra holding my shoulder, half closing the door behind her.  

Leaning back I peered into the room, and between the two doors saw Father, propped on the 

chair, scrubbing with a handkerchief the stain on his pants, his head lowered, chin dug into his neck, 

certainly not like a swan. I burned with the sort of shame I hadn’t felt before. 

Chitra tugged at my collar and we pressed on. Somewhere on the way to our room she 

stopped short and looked at me. Something flashed in her eyes, something I saw in the corridor 

light. What? I said. She nodded thoughtfully and together we came to our room. I opened the 

cupboard and took out a pair of nightclothes. 

Father loves you. You know that don’t you? Go change. I’ll wait for you here, Chitra said. I 

heard her laborious breath in the dark. Our room had started to stink.  

 

What emerged in Chitra’s eyes was recognition perhaps, the stain on Father’s pant revealing to her 

the incongruity of our meeting: Father making me sit on her lap, treating me like a child, not like a 

teenager. Was it because I was born after he left and grew up in his imagination therefore at a 
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retarded rate so that to him I was still a preteen, my physical reality playing no role in negotiating 

the code of our meeting?  

Chitra’s self-absorbed nod was perhaps an acknowledgement that by the same token even she 

treated me with the tenderness reserved for children. Was it because she thought I was the most 

affected by the death Mud and Milk, witness and their closest companion that I was? Or was I to her 

grieving souls the presence of three children: Shagun and Mud and Milk, the illusion sustainable 

only if she behaved as if I were nine, the age the twins were when they drowned? 

 

One after the other, the lights were put out: in the kitchen first, then the rooms, then the drawing 

hall. Chitra was asleep and the house was still and dark. A pair of footfalls plodded up the stairs, one 

heavier than the other. 

I got out of bed and sidled into the foyer and went up half the stairs on all fours and 

watched, from between a pair of posts, two figures standing outside Mother’s room, the hand of one 

curled around the other, a lantern casting upon them, from somewhere inside Mother’s room, a pale 

hoop of light, their shadows charcoaled on the floor. A breeze whistled. The light flickered. Their 

shadows quivered. Then, as if in sudden resolution of the thought that kept the two locked over the 

banister, they surged forward, the sides of their bodies stuck together. Mother smiling, Father 

regarding her with lips spread over clenched teeth. They went in and shut the door and turned the 

knob of the lantern, darkening the glass window that faced the corridor. 

Instead of paying heed to the voice of caution and returning to my room, to the safe 

anonymity of ignorance, overwhelmed as I was by an animal need to know why Father had access to 
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Mother’s room, a privilege refused to her children, I crawled over the remaining steps, the monsoon 

mating calls of frogs and the distressed cries of a mongrel reaching me as I crossed the corridor on all 

fours. At the window of her room, with my back to the wall, I pushed my body up and turned and 

set my chin on the ledge.  

Two dark figures, whose outlines were revealed by the moon’s skimpy light, rose and fell in 

sporadic jerks on the bed. Something like a soft gurgle floated my way. Refusing to name the two 

figures yet, I pressed my face to the window, my nose sweating, my breath steaming the glass. 

A thick white sweep of light briefly dazzled the darkness. Was that a torch Mother had 

turned on because she saw at her window my face? It was the lighthouse. My heart rattled quick 

beats up my throat at the prospect of discovery.  

Light. His tongue out, aglitter, a strand of spittle dangling from his lower-lip. Darkness. An 

explosion of viscous whiteness. His hips moving over her, a forward thrust, stillness, repetition of 

action. More light, brief, bright. His mouth sinking into a cavity below her neck, releasing a sound 

that smelled like old sweat. Darkness then light again. Her fingers in his thick hair, her hair coiled 

under his chest that he had pressed my face against. Once more a dark, primordial night. 

I wanted to pound the window with my fist, to wilt their pleasure with my interruption. I 

wanted to flee, to return again to my childhood bed. I watched them all the way to the end. 
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{VIII }:{The Moment is a Room} 

 

I entered the Khajuraho temple and wandered through dimly-lit  chambers that smelled of bats and 

wood-rot before stepping into an open pavilion where the erotic sculptures, carved into the wall 

panels, bore on their necks, not anonymous faces with doe eyes, but the faces of my mother and 

father, their promiscuous acts set in stone for tourists to photograph, for urchins to point fingers at 

and giggle: her leg raised, his hand gripping her thigh; a voluptuous breast in his mouth; he pinching 

her chin, leering at her. The sculptures darkened from wheat-brown to porous moss-green to a 

pitch-black that leaked over and colored the background, and in the absence of contrast, the position 

they took on to trigger and stoke each other’s pleasure became inscrutable. 

Sunlight, a warmth on my face, a brightness pinching my eyes, woke me up, and I sat up and 

blinked gratefully at the day, hoping it would bleach the dream out of my eyes, but a fever had 

worked itself down to my bones and, boiling and shivering, I drew the blanket over my head and  

breathed with my mouth, my hot breath sucking in a small circle of white, then puffing it out. The 

room appearing hazy beyond wrinkled blanket walls. 

A shadow thumb and forefinger pinched the blanket and tugged at it and it slid down, 

rustling against my hair, my skin, exposing me again to the bright day. I squinted and groaned. 

Here, have this, Chitra said, and forced down my throat a bitter potion of pumpkin juice and 

jasmine leaves. A monsoon draft pushed back my hair. I wrapped the blanket around me. It held me 

in a tight cotton fist. 
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I’m gone in two weeks, Chitra said, sniffing, twiddling her thumbs. You hear me? To Dubai. 

Not next street. Where you can pop over and say sorry for getting sick just when I needed you. 

Unbidden, they appeared, not the dream images, but the ones revealed by the lighthouse last 

night. I screwed my eyes shut and shook my head.  

Shagun? Chitra said. She placed a hand on my cheek. Get some sleep. I’m going out. Be 

better by the time I’m back, all right? 

She left the room and appeared at the grilled window and waved slowly at me and it seemed 

as if she was under arrest and was greeting me when I went to meet her in jail. She brought the 

waving hand to her chest, pressed her red clutch to her stomach and lowered her head and walked 

away and I saw, in the foyer, my parents gathered around a sacred fire and performing a ritual 

guided by a priest. Mother leaned towards Father and touched his thigh. He nodded and patted her 

shoulder. Their every movement was edged, it seemed, with impatience. They who wore silks wraps 

bought from the temple and smeared their head with sacred ash and looked piously at the priest, all 

they wanted was for the day to end so they may go up and shed their clothes, ash, and sacredness and 

slither on the mattress in the raw skins of nakedness. I walked up to the window. 

A hare-lipped boy in my class once smuggled into school a profane picture and during recess 

we got into the bathroom and locked the door and he shut the lid of a commode and stood on top 

and took the picture out of a notebook and unfolded it and held it out: a woman and man lay naked 

on a hammock; the shade of palm fronds fell over the woman’s ebony face; her eyes were shut, her 

thick lips parted; the man leaned over her, showing to the camera his alabaster buttocks and back, 

his mop of ginger hair. The boy’s eyes shone when he said that we must all call it Dirty Thing. 
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Those who took on strained expressions and moaned or grunted were clapped on their backs. 

Locked with them in close quarters I noticed for the first time that some of them had a soft brush of 

hair on their upper lip; some of them smelled a little more pungent than the rest. We passed the 

picture around and guffawed and made comments that we thought were dirty and smart. Afterwards 

we fumigated from our noses the smells of urine and phenol by smelling damp mud.  

Was this was what growing up meant: to see you mother do what a paid model did on a 

beachside hammock, to confront the idea that you existed because you parents did the Dirty Thing, 

to realize that your sister, your playmate and childhood friend, she too would have to the Dirty 

Thing with an old fatso with a limp? But she’s so slight; she’d get crushed under his weight. I gagged 

but didn’t throw up. 

As Father was whispering something to Mother, he looked up and caught me staring at 

them. His parted lips froze beside Mother’s ears. I ran back to my bed slipped under the blanket and 

shut my eyes, expecting Father to come in to demand an explanation. But he didn’t, at least not 

before fatigue and fever drove me back to sleep. 

I woke to my own groaning; my face and neck were roasting in the sunlight and my body 

was drenched in sweat. I gingerly looked out the window and found the foyer empty, so I went and 

took a shower. Our bathrooms were in the backyard.  

When I stepped out the shower in a towel wrapped around my wait, I found Didi standing 

outside my door with my shirt and shorts. She said, Didn’t want you walking back shirtless. 

Chitra’s back? 

Back from shopping, out again to talk to a banyan. Seriously. Some sacred ceremony. 
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In protest of the sort of man Chitra was being married off to, Didi refused to participate in 

any of the wedding celebrations. She spoke to none of the guests. Mother and Father tried coaxing 

then coercing her out of her reticence then gave up on her. 

Your fever … Didi trailed off. Her gaze dropped to a point a little below my face, to my neck 

or my chest. She said, Here, put your clothes on. You’re growing up. They should see that.  

What do you mean? I said slipping my shirt on. 

She said, Father should talk to you.  

 

Shagun didn’t press Didi to say more, but the full weight of what she meant would be revealed to 

Shagun when he was confronted by Senior in the mortuary at Magpies Boys High School.  

In the closed quarters of locked bathroom where they passed around risqué pictures, did 

Shagun, the observant child that he was, who perceived the sweat of his classmates to be a degree 

more pungent, not notice that his own chest was different from that of his classmates? I bring up the 

topic of man breasts with Shagun’s doctor. 

One of my patients, he says, a close friend, during swimming class when I pointed out that it 

isn’t just fat, that it won’t go away with exercise if that’s what he thinks, he appeared surprised. Later 

he confessed that he always knew but suppressed it so much that his first instinct was surprise. That’s 

shame’s handiwork for you. 
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Scattered on Chitra’s dresser, like survivors of a shipwreck washed ashore, were a clutter of new 

objects: a sealed vial of rouge, a sachet of kohl, two henna cones, three bottles of perfumes with cork 

stoppers, turmeric paste in a wooden box. 

You share this room with your sister? 

Framed in the mirror was Chitra’s husband to-be, standing at the door with his hands 

stuffed in his pocket, his potbelly outlined against his shirt, his eyes concealed by photo-chromatic 

lenses that continued to remain dark-brown even after he entered the room. 

I took off the stoppers and brought the perfumes to my nose: lavender, patchouli, and rose. 

Pointing to the beds set on either side of a table I said, Right is Chitra’s, left mine.  

Is it always so hot here, he said. 

Well, coastal towns are sultry, I said. Let’s go complain to the sea, I wanted to add. 

He walked up to me and, bending low, said, It was hot in my childhood home too. My older 

brother would take a shower and stand under the fan, you know, without any clothes.  

I flicked my eyes and caught his gaze in the mirror; the lenses of his glass were now clear. 

Of course only to beat the heat. Still, I get to see stuff, you know what I mean, don’t you? 

The playful lilt of his words and the smirk on his lips ensured that the question he wanted to 

ask was not lost on me. I grabbed the turmeric box, wanting to turn him around and dunk its 

contents onto his buttocks so people would think he’d soiled his pants. His sodden sweat stench 

would surely confirm the impression. 

He took out his pocket three pictures and placed them on the dresser, one next to the other: 

a two-storied house with a garden and a driveway that ended at a colonnaded roof; beside an iron 
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gate, on a marble plate, his name; a drawing hall with an orange sofa set, the flickering television 

screen reflected on a glass tabletop.  

I live alone, in such a big place, imagine, he said.  

After a pause, I said, Not alone anymore. My sister’s joining you. 

He coughed into his fist and shrugged. I let go of the turmeric box, and instead of the 

original slight I’d planned, I settled for something lesser as a way of answering his question; I 

squeezed the henna cone and splattered a green blob on his boot. He stepped back and made an 

obnoxious sound. Slapping my forehead, I said, Shouldn’t be touching these things, Come, I’ll show 

you to the bathroom. 

I walked up to the door. He continued standing inside, looking stupidly around. I said, This 

is an old bungalow. No attached bathrooms. They’re outside. Can’t say I have the luxury your 

brother had, no matter how hot the summer gets. 

I’ll find my way, he said, I’m on my way out. 

Your house is beautiful, I said, handing him back the pictures. Chitra will be happy there.  

He gripped my shoulder and nodded gravely and shuffled down the corridor. What can 

Furniture give her, a student himself, the son of a father who sent his furniture to other people’s 

houses and earned a rent on them?  

It seemed as if I’d hastened through adolescence to grow into an unripe adult. 

When Chitra returned from the temple, all clinking bangles and tinkling anklets, she saw me 

sitting on the floor with my back to the bed. She came sat by my side and brought her hand to my 

forehead and said, Your fever’s better.  
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I’m better, not the fever. 

And he’s back! 

Over dinner that night, Mother, who sat cross-legged next to Father—who took Mud’s 

place—asked, Are you feeling all right, Shagun? 

Yes, thank you, I said, perched between my sisters, tentatively, like a bird that might take 

flight any moment.  

Take this, Chitra, Mother said, and held out a fat coil of braided black hair. From her 

adolescence, until the first streak of grey made its appearance, Mother collected her fallen hair and 

stored it in a trunk. She washed it in coconut milk, slathered it with jasmine oil, and knotted it into 

a braid, so Chitra can wear it, in keeping with tradition, on her wedding day.  

Father fed Mother from his plate as if she were an infant: with his thumb, he pushed into her 

mouth the balls of rice that sat on his forefinger. 

The moment became a room, two windows opening onto two landscapes: my bungalow, 

ensconced in which were my parents, two lives that gently looked at from the outside; a Dubai street 

with Chitra’s new home, surrounded by trees whose name I’d never heard, the crisp sound of whose 

rustling leaves Chitra would wear like an earring. I did not belong to either space.  
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{IX}: {No Bollywood Wedding, This} 

 

I helped Chitra clear her room, usurping the many treasures I had my eyes set on for a while: a 

notebook penciled with hairstyles and henna designs, a scrapbook pasted with pictures of parakeets 

and blue-tailed magpies and yellowed newspaper cuttings about Bollywood music and movies. We 

played card games after lunch. 

In those hours, as we prepared together for her new life in a new place, we often thought of 

things to say to one another. There was a burden on both our faces. What can I say, I thought, that 

does not sound like something that has already been said? That would not evoke the images of a 

hundred other farewells: children leaving home, brides going away, teachers leaving school, children 

leaving school, book shops bringing down their shutters one last time, sons standing in the temple 

after their mother’s final rites, feeling grateful to guests who didn’t offer condolences—she was a 

good woman; she was taken away too soon—who, with their silence, acknowledged that they would 

never know his loss? How would I say something that did not sound borrowed, so that by telling 

Chitra I’ll miss you, I don’t want you to go, I’ll be alone, you must stay in touch, I’d make anonymous 

that which only we shared by associating it with other farewells in other places? So in the end I did 

not say anything. I could not bear to look directly at her. When I sensed her eyes on me, I delayed 

looking up. We were grateful for this avoidance we shared. We found each other in the presence of 

our parents, in the bazaars when we went to buy spices for the pickles she would make in her new 

home, in a new place—sundried on a new terrace. The noise of the others was a comforting 

guarantee. We knew we would not be raw before them. It was the last inch, what we shared. And we 
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won’t let them take it away. We spoke about sibling rituals. Head washes that Chitra stopped giving 

me three years ago. The railtracks we never returned to. The birthday, remember, when you were ten, 

as if I was ten a lifetime ago. The song I danced to. Boney M. Led Zeppelin. The stories she read, 

the stories I heard. Dhanvantri the medicine god. The good-hearted dwarf that she played. Running 

home on the first Saturday of the month, Mother running down the stairs on the first Saturday of 

the month. We didn’t allow ourselves the phrase, Those were such good days. 

One morning, a day before her wedding, as I helped Chitra pack her clothes, I tried 

picturing that drawer empty, those clothes in another drawer, in another place. But no matter how 

hard I tried, the picture of an empty drawer would simply not form in my head. I shut the drawer 

and opened it again. Chitra said, Let it be. Come, let’s go. 

 We walked through warm streets, our hands folded against our chest as if our hands were 

evoking the winter morning when we walked that way. We went to the railway station. We followed 

the tracks to the abandoned factory. It was still there, the wagon car on the dysfunctional rail tracks 

on the small hill above. 

There are no leaves inside, I said. 

We didn’t leave it under the tree, Chitra said. 

We wanted to push each other across the tracks again. We should, Chitra said. But we only 

sat with our backs leaning on the wagon car, our legs drawn, our hands wrapped around our knees.  

Receive me on the platform when I come home for a holiday, she said. You’ll be all right.  

I didn’t know if it was a question or a statement. We seemed to be waiting, though we didn’t 

know what for. And then a train passed on the tracks below. I remembered sitting in the hole of the 
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stone wall, drowned in the rattle of a passing train, all those days ago, when I was not fifteen, but 

ten. Is that the train you’ll take? I asked.  

Father said we’ll all go. You’ll come to see me take my flight in Bombay. 

Together we said, We’ll see an airport! 

And then, we got up, as though now, having attributed the reason for our waiting to the 

train that had passed by, it was okay to leave. We followed the tracks back to the station. She picked 

up a hairpin she found on the platform and gave it to me. She said, Someday you’ll also go. Look at 

this that day and remember we came here today. 

We took a bus to Lawson’s Colony, sitting on the steps by the open door. We stood under 

the tree in our forecourt, its branches heavy and with leaves. But it seemed naked without the 

treehouse. I wondered where all our dragonflies went. Did they start families and flourish or did they 

perish, habituated as they were to food being provided?  

We went back in and finished packing her clothes. She was getting married the next day.  

  

The groom, who wanted a quick wedding, bribed the priest with a packet of riyals—every riyal will 

fetch you ten rupees, he said. The priest of course obliged and trimmed the six-day wedding 

ceremony down to a one-day affair.  

No Bollywood wedding, this, one of our relatives complained, hoping perhaps for something 

grander, red sherbets brought out on satin-draped platters on the wedding day and before that as 

well, on the bridal decoration day and the henna day and the music day when there could’ve been 

dancing in shocking shiny saris to music on loudspeakers. 
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The gifts were piled on a bench placed at the entrance. I pressed my ear to one of the cartons 

wrapped in rose-colored cellophane and heard a clock tick away, an insistent keeping of time even 

when packed and concealed. Chitra would look up from a lunch plate or paperback someday, see the 

time, and say, Oh, it’s already three. I shook a smaller box and heard it jingle, anklets perhaps, or 

bangles or trinkets, maybe in white-metal, varnished so it looked like antique silver. I picked up a 

heavy rectangular package and put it back. It was a painting perhaps, a seascape that bring her back 

memories of her girlhood and hometown. Chitra would look at it and close her eyes and remember a 

dream she’d once shared with her brother on a rainy afternoon when there was a power outage and 

the house fell into just the kind of darkness into which a secret could be let out. 

When Chitra and that groom rose to walk seven times around the sacred fire, Chitra’s head 

weighed down with Mother’s braided hair, the priest’s acolyte walked hurriedly among the guests 

who sat on plastic chairs, his ponytail bobbling against his bald, oiled head, and pressed into their 

palms some raw rice grains. To the deafening percussions of the tabla and shrill peal of the wedding 

trumpet, when the couple exchanged garlands, I used the uncooked rice grains, as the elders did, as a 

blessing for Chitra: gently throwing them in her direction. But for him, that groom, they became a 

weapon, a fistful of raw rice flung hard against his face. For a moment he froze, garland in hand, a 

bewildered look on his face.  

A couple of days before Chitra left, Father arranged for us take together a ride in a horse 

carriage. The amber-scented air of the buggy carried no voices. No conversation. No laughter. No 

child’s fist poked out of the curtained window, holding the string of a balloon. No hand of a parent 

reached out to comfort the shivering hand of a daughter who now blinked at the gold-varnished 
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ocean she would be crossing soon and that stood between the home she played hopscotch in and the 

home where soon she’d soon cook food. We turned our faces away if we happened to hold the eyes 

of another. Chitra placed her hand on my knee and let it remain until the ride was over. I never felt 

the weight of something so keenly ever again.  

Why did we chase these horse drawn carriages, Mud and Milk and I? I tried accessing the old 

thrill we felt when a whip cracked the air. The urgency with which we took to our feet. The way our 

hearts rattled when we saw white-skinned visitors get off the ship and enter the carriage. But I felt 

nothing. My childhood seemed to be losing its meaning. 

Chitra’s departure was an erratic effort at cluttering more items into her two orange attachés. 

Lemon pickles prepared by aunts and packed in tin cases, sweaters and mufflers woven by Mother, 

the clock, the trinkets, the painting (it was, as I had guessed, a seascape), books in manila covers, 

pictures, clothes, two of her paintings that in the last minute Didi insisted that Chitra take. 

 

We never got to see Chitra off at the airport. We never went to Bombay. I saw the city many years 

later when I went there to perform with my theater troupe. No one had turned up for our 

performance; an Amitabh Bachan film was released that day. After waiting an hour, we gave up and 

went in our stage costumes to a fair set up by the beach. Wearing two extra cardboard arms, each 

holding a cardboard sword, I boarded the Ferris wheel, and became worried, when the wheel caught 

speed, that my arms would fly away. As people in the cars above and below screamed and roared in 

laughter and held each other, I frowned and huddled to a corner, holding my cardboard wrists in my 

fists. When, with a screech, the wheel slowed down and came to a stop, I was relieved and looked up 
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and saw, not far away, the airport. There were four parked flights. People walked towards their 

journey. They looked tiny as dots, as if they were parts of a puzzle that would be assembled midair. I 

pictured Chitra to be one of those air travelers. I waved a real and a cardboard fist at the flight. 

 

After Chitra boarded the train and took her seat, we stood on either side of the window grill, and 

our fingertips drew final farewells on the palms of the other. She said, You’ll be all right. This time, 

the upward lilt in her voice told me it was a question.  

Didi, who said she’d meet us directly on the platform, was nowhere to be seen. But just as 

the train’s departure was announced she appeared and pressed her face to the window. It took me a 

moment to recognize it was her. In the great crowd of travelers and farewell bidders and hawkers of 

chai and plastic toys she found her sister and said her words of farewell. She pressed her hand 

through the and touched Chitra’s head. Chitra started to cry.  

Didi said, Soon I’ll be closer to you than you think. If anyone troubles you I’ll tune them up. 

Chitra reached for my hand again, but before I could hold it, her husband grabbed her elbow 

and drew her away, saying, Don’t be silly, the train will move any minute.  

Don’t treat her like a child, Didi shouted, but the whistle of the engine drowned out her 

voice. The train started to move. Mother was weeping. A film of water filled Father’s eyes. Before 

distance reduced her to a smudge, when I could still see her face, glued to the window grill, looking 

at us, I read her eyes. The fear they contained formed a fist in my heart, unclenching, clenching. I 

shed her tears in a noisy railway platform, as she, I pictured, shed mine in the aircraft, while 

watching the air hostess demonstrate how to fasten seatbelts. 
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{X}: {Painkiller} 

 

Didi got into the Art College in Paris. The night before she left, she came to my room and lay down 

on Chitra’s bed. We stared at the ceiling fan.  

You’re smart, Didi.  

Being brown helps I guess. They have diversity seats they got to fill up. 

Racist and secretive! No one knew you applied.  

Mother would’ve brought the house down if she got wind of my plans. Even you need to go. 

Where to?  

I’ll give you a packet tomorrow. It has brochures of residential high schools. 

You want me to go away, to stay in a dorm? 

Better than being at home.  

We turned and faced each other. It felt strange, to turn and find not Chitra but Didi in her 

place, her face awash in moonlight.  

You need friends. None of us are here. Chitra left. I’m leaving. 

What if I don’t have friends? 

You’ll have plenty. You guys will bike together, hang out in your dorm. You’ll be happy. 

She held out a hand. I took it. Trust me, she said. For some reason I didn’t. 

The next morning just before she left, she took me to her room and sat me down on her bed 

and gave me the packet. The brochures, she said and tapped my hand gently. She wrapped an orange 

shawl wrapped around her neck and tied her hair into a high ponytail. 
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I stood by the gate and waved to her back as she walked up the road, empty in that early 

hour. Then, I noticed her things falling out of the bag she dragged behind her and called out her 

name. She stopped and turned. I walked towards her, picking up two brushes, a small drawing book, 

a chiffon blouse, a pair of earrings, a copper jug, a pair of blue socks. Her bag hadn’t been fully 

zipped. We laughed and put her stuff back in. Squatting on our knees in the middle of the road, we 

hugged. I did not see her cry before or again.  

She got up and patted my head and walked away, lumbering up our alleyway, turning into 

Lawson’s Colony, the sound of her wheels on the road pausing—perhaps she turned to make sure 

her things were not falling out again—then fading before receding into full silence. 

Mother vehemently opposed Didi’s decision. But Didi was given a scholarship that also 

covered her airfare. There was nothing to stop her. She left on a warm January morning to the city 

where she could transfer her imagination freely to a canvas, and from where she could deliver, with 

her act of rebellion, what her paint-stained hand never could. A tight slap across Mother’s face. 

 

Without telling anyone I applied to Magpies Boys High School. It was the farthest from home.  

One morning, I found Mother’s radio in the drawing hall. It was odd to see an article from 

the forbidden province of her room on public display. My parents sat with their backs to me on the 

second-hand sofa that Furniture’s father sold us at a discounted rate. They were listening to a show 

that played Bollywood songs from the 50s. There seemed to be a problem with the reception: I heard 

static and snatches of the refrain that ended with a woman saying, in a high-pitched voice, Oh really! 
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Our exams were two weeks away. School had been closed. Up until that year I loved the 

reading period that let me sleep in and have a long leisurely breakfast with Chitra and Didi—with 

Mud and Milk.  

The same words rose from the radio again. Oh really? I made a grumbling noise. Father 

turned, saw me and said, Come, have tea with us, Shagun.  

The prospect of talking to him so early in the day made me feel ill. The routine was tiring 

enough to face during the lunches and dinners that he insisted we have together. He would tell me 

stories of how he excelled at the construction of power plants or cooling towers, often repeating 

stories, and on one occasion when, for a change, he took a breather, I’d interjected, You already told 

us that story. He said, Oh really? So like I was saying, I went into the tower and— 

I have to study. I have exams. 

Mother said, Just for some time, Shagun. Your father misses your sisters. 

Mother went to the kitchen to fetch me a cup. I was stranded in his presence. He opened his 

mouth. I forestalled him. You have a nice employer, Father. 

Why do you say that? 

He’s given you such a long leave. 

I’m not on leave, Shagun. I quit my job.  

Great, I thought. 

The static on the radio dimmed and I heard a few lines from the refrain in a man’s voice. 

Everyone’s gossiping about us, love. The woman said, Oh, really! 
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Mother returned, poured out a cup of milk tea. Careful, it’s hot, she said, and pushed it my 

way. The ceramic saucer screeched against the glass table.  

Shagun had an odd idea, Mother said. He wanted Chitra to marry the furniture man’s son. 

Is that right, Shagun? said Father. 

You don’t miss them, Mother? You said Father missed them. 

He wasn’t here, he didn’t get to spend time with them. A missed opportunity.  

I found the phrase annoying. Missed opportunity. As though she was a saleswoman trying to 

sell a promising seaside property. I said, You were in your room. You weren’t here either. 

Why did you do that, said Father.  

Mother giggled. Already complaining to your Father? She tried sounding cute.  

I said, She did that because you weren’t here. 

You know why I wasn’t here. Your exams, your school? Possible because I wasn’t here. 

How come you quit? I still have exams, school. This house still needs your London money. 

Both your sisters are settled. I only have you to take care of. I’ll get a job here. 

So India money is enough now? I see. 

The radio screeched loudly. An electrocuted static, followed by love; a pause then the 

woman’s voice went, oh really!, oh really!, oh really! oh really!, oh really!, oh really!, oh really! 

God, just stop this nonsense, I said and turned the radio off. 

Don’t be like that, said Mother. Your father likes this show. He likes songs from the 50s. 

Reminds me of younger days when I met your mother. 

Sure. You were young in the 50s. 
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Ignoring me, he curled a hand around her shoulder and turned the radio on again.  

But it’s not even a song, I protested, It’s a possessed thing. Maybe it’s a cheap radio.  

I got up and started to walk away.  

Shagun, said Father, his voice edged with sternness. I’m turning the radio off. Finish your tea 

Reluctantly, I returned and took my seat and gulped down the hot liquid, scalding my 

tongue. Flapping my hand in front of my mouth, I said, Can I go now? 

You may, said Father. Maybe the tape in the radio station is stuck. And the reception here is 

bad. What’s spooky about that? You’re growing up. Learn to be logical.  

You analyzed what I said, did you? Heard of sarcasm? Did you work in London, England or 

London, Pakistan? 

Father tilted his head and frowned and his face took on a look of absorption. 

I said, There’s no London in Pakistan. Learn to be logical.  

Don’t talk to him like that, Mother said.  

She cleared the tea things away. I got up and walked past Father. He grabbed my wrist. I 

tried untangling my hand, but his grip was tight.  

Looking straight ahead, he said, Learn to be nice. You’re growing up. I expect you to 

understand. 

Understand what? I snapped. His touch on my skin felt repulsive. 

Why I’m away. He turned his head, met my eye. Mother and me. 

So he knew, he knew what I knew, and that’s why he chose to be intimate with her in front 

of me. He didn’t want to sit down and have a conversation? He wanted to convey a message instead? 
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Was this bungalow a jungle and he its prowling beast making territorial claims? What will he do 

next: squat in front of Mother’s room and raise his leg and spray his piss on her doorjamb?  

No need to look surprised, boy. I was a boy too. I know everything. 

You know nothing, I said, wriggling my wrist. Let go of me. Don’t even think of hurting 

me. Now I know why they teach us those dreadful Russian stories. To warn us against fathers like 

you. Why don’t you just go away? I’ll respect you if you’re not here. 

He tightened his grip on my wrist and twisted my hand. Pain shot my nerves and exploded 

in my head. It took every ounce of my will to keep myself from screaming.  

That’s what I said, he said. You must be nice. 

Abruptly, he let go of my hand and shrank away from me. I went back to my room and saw 

in the mirror what he’d seen. The pain I refused to give voice to became a film of liquid in my eyes. 

He went out in the evening and came back only by dinnertime. He didn’t clobber me with 

construction stories. Miraculously, he didn’t even state some obscure thought on the current 

political situation and then ask me, What do you think, Shagun?  

That night, as I tucked myself into bed, he walked into my room, a giant followed by a giant 

shadow on the moon-washed floor. I pulled the sheets up to my neck.  

A painkiller, he said and held out a tube. I didn’t take it. He put it on the bedside table. He 

turned away and said, It won’t happen again.  

He was at the door when I said, You hurt me. Do you know how much it pains?  
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I was of course exaggerating; the pain had subsided by then; but why would I lose the 

opportunity to slacken his hold on me? He can’t smother me just because he decided to quit his job 

and show up and there’s no other child but me to smother with his animal love.  

It pains, I said again. His back was to me. He raised his head, his shoulders tightened.  

What should I do, he said. 

I need you to be quiet during dinner, I said. And lunch. I’m not interested in knowing how 

you went up cooling towers and jumped into sinkholes. So stop playing catch up with me. 

I lay down and closed my eyes, aware that he was standing there. At some point I drifted into 

sleep and woke up thinking he was still at the door. But he wasn’t. The sun was out. The drawing 

hall was empty. The radio sounded from Mother’s room. The smell of ginger tea lingered in the 

kitchen. The edges of the vessel used to boil milk was still hot.  

I went and sat in the forecourt. When a cool breeze blew my way, I became aware of a 

peppermint scent. I smelled my wrist. What an odd name. Painkiller. Pain killer. 

When Father came to call me for lunch, I picked up the tube and applied some cream to my 

wrist. His face crumpled. It still hurts? he asked. Do you need a doctor? 

You applied it to the wrong wrist, I lied. I put the tube down and turned my back to him. 

He left, and after waiting a minute, I went into the kitchen.  

He was quiet through lunch and dinner, refusing Mother’s bait to talk. And perhaps in the 

night, they spoke about it. The next day she didn’t even try drawing him out of his silence with 

questions that were at times so deeply steeped in what the two had shared in their letters and in their 

life together before I was born that in their presence I felt like an outsider, a tourist, invited home by 
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a polite family to experience their culture, a regional cuisine, the local crafts, and look at this sari, so 

exotic! but kept away at all times from the personal fabric.  

I hoped desperately to be accepted to Magpies, to live in that faraway town, in a dorm with 

the friends that Didi assured me I’d make. 

 

In his interactions with his father, Shagun displays an uncharacteristic sassiness, and on bringing it 

up one morning, as we took a walk along the beach, he said, With him there was nothing at stake, 

nothing for me to lose. I wanted to lose him. 

Shortly before we left London, a behavioral science professor, an honorary guest at the 

school’s annual fete, conducted a workshop in which he asked us to recall in a few quick phrases the 

face of our best friend. Which we did readily. And now a sibling—or a cousin. No problem there. 

Now the face of a parent, he said. Some described the features that they were told they had 

inherited—you got your father’s nose, your mother’s green eyes— some the things they’d heard 

relatives praise—you mother’s so tall, what big ears your father has. Hardly anyone recalled from 

firsthand observation what their parents looked like. 

We don’t remember their faces, he said, because we see them only as parents, not people.  

That night, over dinner, I kept staring at them. Papa burst out laughing and said I looked a 

boy who’d lost his balloon. After some time, Mama frowned, said, Stop it. It’s making me uneasy. 

Since Shagun’s father didn’t participate actively in the act of parenting, he wasn’t seen by 

Shagun as a caregiver. It is fathers who witness the arrival of their sons, but it was Shagun who 

witnessed the arrival of his father. It was, to him, a sort of birthing. He reduced his father to the role 
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of, not a parent, but a sibling; the attention his mother showed him with felt unjust in the face of the 

absence she doled out to Shagun and his siblings; his congress with her seemed unpardonably sinful. 

I said to Shagun, as we continued our walk by the beach, the sun having risen by now, 

turning our bodies warm, Surely there was something you were grateful to him for, even back then? 

His face took on the look of sadness that it did when he grows thoughtful. Then, he said, 

Dad insisted that we go to missionary school—so we speak good English. Left to Mom she would’ve 

put us in the government school. 

Soon as I got into high school, Shagun said, I saw how badly teenagers wanted to be treated 

like men. What they did, what they said, it seemed reckless, but it was all thought out and planned. 

So they look like they’re comfortable with the ways of the adult world. And in the middle of all that 

I remembered how just months before Dad made me sit on his lap. And I was so furious. The little 

remorse I felt for shooing him back to London was gone. 

That’s how it was, Shagun said. It took so much for a pinch of remorse to form, just a little 

gratitude, some feeble kind of connection. And a single memory would come wash it away. Don’t 

you see how bad things were: I had to get myself arrested to start loving him. 

 

I enrolled for evening study hours at school. Nights and Sundays and public holidays I spent locked 

in my room, nose buried in one of Chitra’s storybooks or flipping through one her scrapbooks 

pasted with yellowed newspaper cuttings about actresses or singers who by now had faded away from 

the skyline of stardom. Also found on Chitra’s shelf: a small spiral notebook with her scribbling; the 

same letter scratched over and over Ds, Ws, Js; a dog with a rectangle for its body and no legs; a cat’s 
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face, a bird’s head to the page’s edge; words up and words below, flower, floral, flowering, names of 

flowers, colors: jasmine, rose, Florentine pink. How did she know that word Florentine? When did 

all this scribbling come to be? I pictured her sitting by the window, looking out, drawing, doodling, 

writing without looking. 

When rain carved puddles in our courtyard I thought of Mud and Milk, the grandfather joke 

that annoyed them no end. Stop being a boy. 

 

When I came home from one of my finals one evening, exhausted, I found my parents in my room. 

Mother held out an envelope that was embossed with the name Magpies Boys High School. 

Of course I didn’t get in, I said and started to cry. 

I pictured living at home for another four years, walking back and forth every weekday 

between the bungalow and the local high school. Magpies: a missed opportunity. 

Learn to be positive, Father said. His tone seemed anything but positive. 

You got a 70% scholarship, Mother said.  

My head turned light. I sat down on the floor. 

When were you going to tell us, Shagun? After you were there? said Father. 

What a satisfying image: Father waking up one morning and not finding me in bed, finding 

my cupboard doors left ajar and drawers pulled open and empty. He’d look for me at school and at 

the train station, and by evening, worried sick, he’d file a missing person’s report. Printing posters 

with his contact details and my photo—the one on the right wall in the drawing hall; he’d take a 

photo of my photo with Mother’s camera—he’d paste them to dustbins and in the market. My face 
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would flap from electricity poles. And finally, one day, Mother and he would receive my postcard. It 

would say: learn to be logical. I’m not missing. I’m a new school. To the front would be a sunrise. 

You’re unhappy? I said to Father. You’ll have to pay less. Perfect for India salary. 

Behave yourself, Shagun, said Mother. It’s not about the fees. Don’t we deserve to know? 

What, that I want to continue studying? 

Don’t be dense. That you’re planning on going away. 

Everyone did. Chitra, Didi. Why did you expect I’ll stay here all my life? 

It’s all right, Shagun, Father said. We only wish we knew your intentions. 

Now come give your father a hug, Mother said. He wrapped his arms around me. I raised 

my hands and held my palms, my fingers splayed, inches from his back. His body tensed with the 

expectation of a returned embrace. Then he gave up and stepped back. He looked flushed. Mother 

shook her head. She said, all the same, God be with you. She cried softly, a thumb and a forefinger 

pressed to her eyelids. The only guilt I felt was my inability to feel any guilt. 

 

Shortly before school closed for summer, I found an ad in the paper for a lighthouse keeper and 

applied, lying that I was eighteen.  

Three days later a messenger came home, summoning me to their office. You have some 

papers to sign, he said.  

No interview? I asked.  

No one else applied, he said.  
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We took a boat to the lighthouse, bone white with red stripes. The jetty leading up to it was 

submerged in water. We went up a winding staircase to the first floor where there was a small office 

with two people, a technician who checked on malfunctions and a manager.  

When do I join, I asked, signing a document that detailed my salary and the terms and 

conditions of employment that I never read.  

Punching two holes in the paper and filing it away, the manager looked up, his thick glasses 

finger-smudged and concealing his eyes. Tonight? Come at eight. You can wait here if you like.  

I sat on a stool and leaned against the wall. The two men did not talk to each other. The 

technician, a short reticent man with a young face and a flock of gray hair, went up every two hours 

and came back down. The manager, a visibly older man, explained my work to me. He also told me 

about sailors who sometimes, when they passed by the lighthouse, sounded their foghorn or waved 

their navigation lights at us. You must return the greeting, he said. Perhaps he was a sailor once, the 

collective disappointment of all the lighthouse boys who didn’t wave back at him, weighing his face 

down now, pinching his features, making him shake his head as he sat in an air of insular silence 

with his face to the sea. 

I raised the windowpane a little and wriggled out my head out and my upper body and 

breathed in the sharp metallic tang that in the years to come I’d associate with cable cars, burned out 

batteries, sundried fish and amusement parks. The sea below was an expanse of bottle-green, 

interrupted by swathes of deep blue and strips of white froth.  
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It’s the ozone, said the manager. That smell. It hits everyone the first time they’re here. 

You’ll get used to it. It becomes part of you. Landlocked sailors can’t sleep without the smell. If they 

can’t go back to their ship they work as close to the sea as they can. 

Before he left for the day he gave me the key to the door that led to the floor above. He 

pointed at a brown coat hanging from a hook on the wall. It gets windy. Leave it here when you 

leave. You may leave at daybreak. Don’t forget: shut the beacon down before you go. 

At eight I went up the final rung of the spiral staircase and opened the door. A howling wind 

struck my face and mussed up my hair. The flannel-lined coat kept me warm. Walking around the 

balcony, I entered a glass cabin and sat down at a wooden desk and turned on the naked bulb. On 

the hour up I went up a ladder and poured oil with a jug over the spindle that caused the beacon to 

rotate. To keep the oil hot, I left it simmering on a wooden stove.  

Whenever a navigation light swept across my face or a foghorn pierced the silence of the 

night, I took out the binoculars kept on the desk. Sailors and seafarers, who were looking back with 

their own pair of binoculars, waved at me and I waved back, between us and beyond the seascape an 

expanse of pitch, the monochrome broken when a rising wave caught moonlight. 

One night, after it rained, I took in a deep breath and realized with a start that this was what 

the towel used by Furniture had smelled of. I pictured him swimming against the waves, day after 

day, his bare limbs rising in the air, plunging into the waters, froth licking his neck, his ear, as he 

turned his head this way and that, swimming sometimes with yellow and blue fish towards the halo 

of sun, the horizon sky. The smells of the sea and its salt and drenched ozone were ingrained into his 

skin. Rainwater dampened and released the smell that his pores already contained. 
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Through the two months of my lighthouse employment I’d go back home in the morning, 

smelling of the oil and ozone and sleep through the morning and wake up for lunch and go back to 

sleep. In the evening I shared with parents a cup of tea and then dinner.  

I’d shorn my head by then and took to running my hand over my scalp, the tiny black blades 

of freshly-spouted hair prickly against my palm. Father was not too pleased.  

You didn’t tell us you weren’t coming home the first night, he said. We were worried sick. 

You hair looked like a ghost’s when you finally showed up. And look at your hair now. There’s no 

hair. You don’t even need this job. Spend time with us, son. You’re leaving soon. 

I enjoy working there. And I want to buy my own train fare with what I earn. 

Mother said, What about the school fees? The remaining 30%, remember? 

I’ll pay him back when I get a job. 

Don’t do that, said Father. Let him do what he wants. 

On my way to work that night I found a hen walking down the road. I went after her. She 

did not object. I picked her up, walked towards the lighthouse. Lightness slowly turned to weight in 

my hands and left me breathless by the time I crossed the stone jetty and went up the stairwell and 

reached my glass cabin. She sat on my table in all the poise of a cat, blinking one eye at me all night.  

When I went to oil the spindle, I stood in the way of the arm of light. Even though my eyes 

were shut, even though I had my back to it, it blinded me as it swept over me. The light and my 

shadow filled the rooms we slept in. It exposed my parents in bed. I was a witness to what it 

illuminated. I was now at its source. 
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I took the hen back with me next morning and left her where I’d picked her up from. The 

next evening she was waiting for me by the road. I bought her a fistful of chickpeas. She pecked at 

them all night.  

 

Often, when I think back to that summer, my first thoughts are not about the windy nights, the 

sailors waving at me, the ladder I scaled to pour oil over the spindle, the noisome odor of the oil 

bubbling over the stove, the sea’s scent after it rained, full of Furniture’s body. I think, instead, of 

the hen, turning from lightness to weight in my hands. I think of the hen waiting for me after I left. 

Waiting, for how long? That would depend on whether or not birds have a sense of time like 

humans or if, like for dogs, the passage of a year and a day are all the same to them. 

 

Frogs croaked. Rainwater seeped in through the edges of the wooden frame of the window and 

gathered on the sill. Squatting on my bed, I blew mouthfuls of air onto the glasspane and on the 

splatter of moisture that formed I scribbled concentric patterns with my forefinger.  

Join me for a game of cricket? Nothing like playing in the rain. 

Without having to turn my head, I knew such a suggestion and that grating voice could 

belong to no one else. I don’t want to go out, thanks, I said and prayed with all my heart for him to 

go away. 

Being with girls all the time you’ve become a sissy. No interest in the ways of a man, he said.  

From the corner of my eye I saw him standing there, hands on hips, silently demanding my 

submission to his plan. I gulped on a lump of anger.  
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His words gate-crashed into my silence. Cricket, he said. 

I’m tired. I work all night, as you may have noticed. 

No. You’re scared you’ll piss your pants again, he said. He laughed. As if it was a joke.  

Were you their father too? The question slipped from my lips, smooth as a practiced chant. I 

slowly turned my head. He looked confused. 

Mud and Milk. Were you their father too? 

His face crumpled.  

How come you never turned up when they died? 

He said nothing.  

I get it. It’s more fun being at a wedding than at a funeral. 

Shut your mouth! 

You couldn’t have done the Dirty Thing with people crying right below your bed. Who 

wants to deal with that guilt? But with all that marriage celebration going on, now that gives you a 

good sex case. Well played, Father. You’ve learned to be logical. 

Later, the details came back to me: Father snorted like a bull. He heaved himself towards me, 

quick strides, his footfalls heavy, his hands cutting big arcs on either side of his trunk. And when he 

was inches away, towering over me, his face puckered into a frown and his fist met my cheek.  

In that moment though, it all seemed to happen in a flash. A giant’s leap and his punch, the 

meeting of fist and cheek, bone and bone. A piercing pain and darkness before I could scream. 

When I came to, the insides of my eyelids burned. A warm cloth was held against my 

cheekbone. It felt comfortable at first, but after a while, my skin smarted. I pushed the cloth away. A 
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familiar hand placed it back: Mother. I wanted her to ask me how the swollen pulp of my face felt, 

whether her husband’s blow still seemed real to me, if the cracked bone broke me as well. 

He lives in a far-off country to earn for us, she said. He wanted to stay with us. But now he’s 

going away. He won’t live here because you hate him. Happy? 

Each time I thought she couldn’t get any more heartless, she proved me wrong. I shut my 

eyes and watched the final remains of my love for her slip away.  

I’m gone in a few months, I said. He might as well stay. 

That’s not how it works, son. You’re too young to know. Maybe you’ll never understand. 

He tried avoiding me after that day but I didn’t let him get away so easily. If we crossed each 

other in the corridor, I’d step in front of him again and again, dancing around him till he stepped 

aside and flattened himself against the wall to let me pass. I’d eat my nighttime meal slowly, forcing 

him to sit there even after he was done eating; his fingers turned flaky from the yogurt rice he’d 

eaten with his hands; he’d look up at some point—how long could he go on staring at an empty 

plate—and see the bruise he’d left on my face, changing color over the course of about ten nights, 

turning from purple to blue to red. His broad shoulders would stiffen and I felt grateful that he’d hit 

me. I stood in front of the mirror, late one night, and said, Thank you, Father. I never called him 

Father to his face. I lay awake in my bed, hatching plans that would aggravate him into giving me a 

sound thrashing that would leave a limb or two atrophied and in turn damage him permanently. 

My features appeared to have changed when the bruise finally left my face, a circle of colors, 

diminishing, a reverse ripple, reduced, when I woke up one morning and looked into the mirror, to 



111 
 

a thumb-sized scar. I touched my cheek. My eyes carried a hardened look. The skin seemed tighter 

around my bones. I thought the past had slipped away, and with that, the boy I was.  

He left a month or so after hitting me, seeking refuge from his son in London, in his 

construction project (I pictured him in a tweed coat and beveled spectacles steamed up in a London 

fog as he stands amid smoking chimneys and skeletal structures; cranes move above him; laborers 

lumber down a walkway with piles of construction refuse on their heads; the wind whistles through 

the pipes. A mild drizzle begins. He brings coal-blackened fingers to his cheek.) 

I resigned from my job at the lighthouse and stayed at home over the last fortnight of his 

stay, but Father stopped trying to mend or make something of our relationship. He seemed so full of 

life the day he arrived. He was a sick man the evening he left, baggy sacks puffing up the skin below 

his tired eyes.  

I sat on the porch steps as Mother shuffled about inside, packing his bags and making from 

him a snack that he could have later on the train. 

Six weeks later, I thought, I’d be packing my own bag: the shirts, the trousers, the little 

artifacts—the fairness cream ad, the blue tin box in which we kept our cowries, a blue cowry, not 

mine, Furniture’s lock of hair, the spiral pad with Chitra’s scribbling. Wanting to touch the letters 

DW scribbled on the first page and crowned with doodles, I was about to get up when I heard his 

heavy footsteps.  

He sat down by my side. The air stuck to my skin like a fly. My employer is nice, you were 

right, he said. Taking me back six months after I quit.  

I didn’t know how to respond.  
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Wish I had a picture with you, he said.  

Mother has a camera, I said and regretted it immediately, not wanting to pose with him for a 

picture, his arm around my shoulder, Mother behind the camera, saying, Smile, Shagun. Later she’d 

send me to the photo studio, first with the reel and then with a five-rupee note that I’d exchange for 

a brown envelope which would hold this photograph, Father and I, smiling into the camera, his arm 

around my shoulder, a picture that I’d then be expected to post to London where Father would 

show it to his friends and tap at its edges and say, My son. What memories would the photograph 

evoke? Memories of other photographs that he took, his son urinating, his father’s admonishing eye 

behind the camera? Or will the picture with its saccharine imagery invent a memory and cause him 

to mourn for an absence when there was no presence? 

He scratched his eyebrow. I built a prison in Madhubhan. My only project in India that’s 

still up and running. The rest, all shutdown or gone bankrupt. London’s lucky for me I guess. Or 

maybe it’s the other way round. I’m unlucky for India. 

His upper-lip trembled. He made no attempts to hide his deep-felt loss. I offered him my 

attention as a condolence.  

For you, he said and held out his shirt. It was gigantic. 

You’ll grow into it, he said. Fathers in our family pass on their shirts when sons leave home.  

He looked at the thin sheet of mist that stood still in front of us like a passerby pausing to 

hear our conversation. He said, It’s foolish to think you want to remember me. But you see it’s not 

so easy to erase a father from your life. 
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A peacock screeched into the night. A cow mowed in high pitch as if it was in labor. Father 

raised his hand to touch my cheek. The bruise left by his fist was gone. His fingers were inches away 

from my skin. The creaking noise of rolling luggage wheels approached us. He withdrew his hand 

and got up and took a few steps and stopped short.  

Without turning back, he said, One day you’ll forgive me. You’ll know I loved you. 

He surged into the night. I never saw him again. 
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PART II 

we lived together once 
 your kind and mine 
when the world 
was a wooded glen 

your tusk 
glistened 
by rain, 
river water        

left in our mouths 
an aching absence 
that followed us 
like a ghost 
to our civilizations 

 
What our bodies 
couldn’t make 
we took from you 
gave it a fancy name 

 
the ghost became 
combs we ran down  
our lover’s hair, 
idols worshipped with 
vermillion & prayer 

 
 

Ivory Couplets, Elephant Song—II  
Music – Raga Maand 
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{I}:{Your Name Is Shorts} 

 

The parallel between Shagun’s second day at Magpies, unknown to me so far, despite the many long 

conversations we’ve had about our pasts, and what I did on his balcony, makes me want to wriggle 

out of the reading: it might be too disturbing for Shagun to hear, I say to his doctor, but he shakes 

his head and says it’s good for Shagun to listen to memories from a broad emotional spectrum. 

On the night before I’m scheduled to read to Shagun, I read the pages out in isolation, over 

and over, erasing from my voice every inflection—every trace of me.  

I’m not reading but observing myself read. 

 

The glass bridge is almost here, said my co-passenger who, slurping on tea, looked out the window, 

then at the woman who sat next to him, cross-legged, her body bundled in a shawl against the breeze 

blowing into the train, nippy, damp. Lying down on the upper berth, I blinked at them a bleary 

eye—the other pressed against the rug I’d rented for a night, its rough surface, leaving, no doubt, its 

impression on half my cheek, half my chin.  

The cacophony and noise of passengers further down the compartment rose above the 

drowsy clatter of iron wheels on iron tracks, and I pictured the train running over a bridge made of 

glass, rising out of the ocean. 

Getting down, ambling my boxcar, it was, I noticed, when the moment came, a pillared 

stone bridge built across a river. The sound of shattering glass filled the train as travelers gathered, 

around the door, their faces pressed to grilled windows, and threw at the pillars that whittled swiftly 



116 
 

by, lanterns, stirrers, drinking glasses, pots, pottery shards, vases, vials, test tubes, eyeglasses, photo-

frame glasses, waves of excited cries soaring at the doors when glass splinters struck the stone target 

and, whipped by wind, came flying back in. 

For good luck, said my fellow-passenger who was still working on his tea. 

I didn’t know of the glass bridge or I would’ve made a wish as well, unscrewing the bulb 

from above Chitra’s study weeks before I left home, whispering my wish into its glass head, 

wrapping it in one of my shirts, packing it in my bag, then hurling it with all the force of nurtured 

longing, watching it shatter, the shards colored in rainbows and sunlight before falling to the surface 

of the river, some parts light enough to float away, other sinking to the riverbed, sitting there like 

buried treasures.  

I scrubbed, for good luck, the hairpin that Chitra had given me on the platform. I wasn’t 

simply a new student in a new town but a raindrop breaking away from the womb of a gray cloud, 

falling earthward, in search of a new earth.  

 

On the fifth morning, with an exhausted puff of smoke, the enormous red body of the train rumbled 

to a final grinding halt in Anandnagar. We were thirteen hours late. Miraculously good for a train 

that mapped its journey through eight states, from the southern coastal dot of my hometown to my 

school town nestled in the Himalayan midriff. 

Outside, I hailed a buggy. He nodded knowingly and said, Two rupees to Magpies.  

A group of laborers in blue overalls, huddled together and plodding up the road, heads 

bowed, hands folded across their chests, stepped aside to make way for our clip-clopping mares. On 
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a street corner a woman washed a cauldron with grave attention. The sound of water dripping from 

an unattended tap trickled in my ears long after we’d left it behind.  

After about twenty minutes a stone wall and pair of gates came into view uphill. I corrected 

my slouch when we drove past the gates, one of which was open, its wrought iron trellis an intricate, 

circular pattern of ivy around the cursive letter M, and suspended above, with iron chains, swaying 

to a rhythmic creak in the mountain breeze, was a board that read Magpies Boys High School and 

College, a distinctly Victorian font, also cursive, painted in white on a wooden board aged and dark. 

At the building on the far end the driver reined his horses in and they stopped short in a 

cloud of sunlit dust, vapor shooting out of their nostrils. Nailed above the entrance were copper 

letters, oxidized, coated in patina, so that some of them had turned aquamarine, some green, and 

together they read Magpies Boy Dom, the r of Dorm missing, leaving behind a ghostly pale outline 

against the dark stone wall. Boy was not trailed by a letter’s outline. 

A boy stood leaning against the wall, one foot crossed over the other. He did not wear a 

uniform and looked older, and I guessed he was a college student. Like many people who hailed 

from the hills, he was light-skinned and had a long nose and a particularly ridged forehead. He 

smoked a cigarette and from behind the cloud of smoke he released from his nostrils, he winked at 

me and smiled lopsided and tilted his head and scratched his neck. His fingernails sandpapery 

against the bristle of his day-old beard. 

Skipping up the steps leading to the building, two at a time, somewhat frightened by the 

boy, the way he scratched his neck, I rattled the brass knocker, and a short dark man with a curled 
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gray moustache and close-set eyes opened the door, perused my admission sheet and introducing 

himself as the warden, beckoned me to get my luggage out of the boot.  

Lifting my suitcase, careful not to scuff the doorsill, I stepped into the musty dark corridor 

and followed the warden up a flight of stairs and went to Level Two—Meant for ninth graders, the 

warden said—and entered a long cement-floored room lined with bunk beds, some of them a tangle 

of unmade blankets and skewed pillows, most untouched, like mine on the lower rung by the 

window that the warden pointed at and then left. 

The window offered a view of the forecourt: a copper statue of a British officer mounted 

atop a granite plinth, a boat-shaped hat on his head, his frockcoat branded with the British flag, one 

booted legs raised, a finger pointing onward. He was attended to, in the bare garden he stood in, by 

a clutter of small angel boys with broken noses and chipped penises, bird droppings on their 

shoulders, their curls; the copper coat of the officer was spotless. 

The boy still stood leaning against the wall, not smoking anymore. He wiped his mouth with 

a fist. The warden shuffled back into the room, said, There’s an intro session happening in about 

twenty minutes. About the history of this place. British history I’ll add. Gets boys more interested. 

They’re all there? 

Not everyone’s here. Most boys come this evening, some tomorrow. Here, fill this form and 

give it at the registration desk. First floor. 

College students also live here?  

No, they got off-campus housing. Why? 
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I wanted to ask him what the boy outside was doing here, but decided against it. I showered, 

put on my uniform: beige trousers, cream shirt, black shoes, and taking with me a notebook and a 

sharpened pencil, went down and exchanged, across a small glass window, the registration form for a 

lapel, embossed with the school emblem of a sun rising over an open book. 

Outside, as I ran down the stairs, holding aloft my notebook, the lapel and the pencil cupped 

between its pages, the boy stepped abruptly in front of me and I crashed into him and dropped my 

notebook, and was about to tip over when he grabbed me by my waist, and steadied me against his 

body. I found my footing and wriggled against his hard chest, his firm thighs. He let go of me and I 

took a step back, my flesh throbbing where his fingers gripped tight. 

He said, Where you are going? On roof you find big meeting room—your session be there 

only. Presonjeet not say to you? Your warden? He be my good friend.  

He picked my notebook up, gave it to me. The lapel fell out.  

You love your time here, I be a high school boy too, two years ago.  

There undulated in my heart a wave of relief. My fear was unfounded, this boy wasn’t the 

phantom I made him out to be. I said, Hope so. I came from very far. You’re a college student? 

Also I do jobs for Presonjeet. He tell about meal card? Oh-ho. That fellow becoming old.  

He explained where I could procure the card and I gave him my name. He picked the lapel 

up, unpinned it, and needling it into my breast pocket, held the badge with his thumb and 

forefinger and inserted inside my pocket the other hand’s middle finger that he wagged then let 

linger for some seconds. He snickered, pushed the needle out and pinned the lapel in place.  

I see you again, he said, tapping at the lapel twice. 
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The orientation session had just begun by the time I entered the lecture hall where wooden chairs, 

nailed to the floor in a semicircular formation, faced the podium where a man in a black coat, our 

principal I guessed, stood behind a lectern and detailed to the handful of students who were present 

the colonial history of the place. 

 The buildings that housed the school and the dorm, he said, were first used by the British to 

house and train locals who fought for the British or guarded their homes—farmers, potters, weavers, 

untouchables, those ruined by their trade, their caste, turning to a new profession. It then became a 

tavern for Englishmen, the buildings cleaned and stacked with new floors, the existing floors padded 

with new rooms, explorers trickling in the summer season, on their way to the Himalayas: to 

photograph the mystical Abramsons whose feet pointed backward, who ran at the speed of horses; to 

pluck, with local herbalist, rare herbs that boosted memory and vigor; to meet aghoris, lanky bearded 

sadhus initiated into the cult by wrapping their heads in red bridal veils, by scrubbing their limbs 

with ash from freshly-cremated corpses. Returning travelers stopped here too, often sick and feverish, 

my room, I pictured, filled with delirious white men, their brows burning, bare-chested servants in 

white dhotis huddled beside their beds, running a cold press on feverish foreheads, bringing tumblers 

of steaming turmeric milk and waking their masters up hesitantly, the Englishmen whimpering at 

times to the touch, thinking perhaps it was the hand of a parent, a child, a lover. Fierce travelers 

reduced to infancy.  

We were dismissed in the afternoon and were free for the rest of the day. 
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That night the boy who slept on the bunk bed next to mine, also on the lower rung, shook my hand. 

His name was Paul. He pointed to the two pictures he’d pasted above his pillow. His parents, his 

brother. His father looked Caucasian, his mother Indian. 

 Where’s your family? he asked pointing at the blank wall above my headrest. 

I don’t bring any photos, I said. 

The boy who slept above me poked his head out. Neither did I. We’re true bunk-mates. I 

hope you don’t kick in your sleep. Don’t want to fall off my bed and land in Paul’s arms. 

Paul crossed himself and looked at Viren in mock outrage. We laughed. The warden came 

and turned the light off. We lay down and spoke in the dark. Where are you from? Paul asked. 

Down south. Took me five days to get here. 

No wonder you weren’t here last night. 

Viren said, Some of us got early. But we stay closer. I’m an overnight train ride away. 

My home’s an hour from here. Father will visit some Sundays. We’ll go to church together. 

Your father must be sad, you came so far, Viren said. 

He’s in London. 

Really, they said together. Did you visit? Paul asked.  

I’m going next summer, I lied, and felt obliged, by their interest in me, generated by the fact 

of Father’s location, to reframe him in my narrative, presenting him not as the parent I disliked but 

as a loving patriarch who worked abroad and took us on international holidays. 

Father said he’ll help me get into a school in London. For my bachelors. 

You’ll have a British passport! Paul said. 
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And you’ll learn a British accent, Viren added. 

I said, Like Paul. Kind of. 

His dad’s Scottish. 

Shagun’s family lives abroad, I have English blood. You’re the only one all local, Paul said 

and paused, perhaps for Viren to respond, but when he did not, he continued, But Father loves 

India. In-dee-ah, as he says. So I’m not going anywhere. Not for a while. 

What does he do here? 

Viren said, He makes people into Christians. 

And his father, my dear Shagun, Paul said, he sells murdered animals. 

A pillow came flying at Paul. He said, This will be put to good use, lad. To stroke the 

sausage. My hands will be clean tonight, I dare say. 

No, yelled Viren. 

A grumbling noise rose in the dark. Most students had arrived that evening, and for an hour, 

in the darkening light of dusk, the room was a canvas of shifting elements: boys from different parts 

of the country clothed in different skin colors and speaking in different languages, their trunks and 

suitcases of different shapes and shades left briefly outside then pushed under their beds. 

Viren said, I’ll tell your father, he’ll have you say Hail Mary all day long. 

What does your father do, Viren? I said. 

Paul said, Shagun. If you’re feeling embarrassed then, well, this is who I am. I say whatever I 

want. You better get used to it. I’m your bunk-neighbor at least for a year. 

No, of course not, I said quickly. I’m just curious about the murdered animals bit. 
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Don’t listen to him, Viren said sullenly. Dad’s a leather merchant.  

We spoke for a little while longer, and at some point, as they spoke, offering me snippets of 

the lives they led before coming to Magpies, I drifted into sleep, the long journey and the sporadic 

sleep it afforded catching up on me. 

When I woke up the next morning it occurred to me that for the first time, in all of fifteen 

years, I opened my eyes to a different room, not to the white walls of the room I shared with Chitra. 

The newness the thought alluded to made me happy. I got off the bed with a smile. The room was 

empty. Pasted to my bed was a note.  

We tried waking you, you were out like a light. Hurry! Classes start at 9. We’re left – Paul. 

He meant we left? But why had they left? I didn’t want to enter a new class all alone. There 

were still ten minutes to nine. I brushed and without showering changed into my uniform and 

packed a few notebooks and pencils in my backpack and hurried across the muddy patch that 

separated the dorms from the school and stepped into an arched hallway in a building to the far end.  

All the classrooms looked like hollows gorged into aging walls; none of them were 

numbered. Lectures on complex calculus and philosophy floated out in grim voices. How would I 

find IX A? How would I do well if this is the kind of learning I’m expected to absorb and excel at 

when it came time to write my exams? Should I return to the dorm and ask for directions? 

My back was clapped and, nursing my shoulder, when I turned around, I saw the boy I’d 

met outside the dorm yesterday, dressed now in blue jeans and a white shirt, taller than he seemed 

on first impression, now that the hierarchy of steps didn’t stand between us. Bringing his thick arms 

to his hips, he said, What you doing in our area, Shorts? 
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I smoothed the pleats of my trousers with my palms.  

We college chaps not like you. No uniform for us. So you be Shorts. What be your name? 

Shagun. I told you yesterday. 

You not hear what I just say? Tell correctly. 

Shorts? 

Correct. Where be your lunch box and water bottle, baby boy? 

I touched my shoulder stupidly, half-expecting to find the strap of a water bottle and, then 

realizing he was mocking me, lowered my head. Standing with him in the deserted corridor I 

experienced again the fear I felt when I first saw him. 

Taking his hand off my shoulder, he said, I only be joking. Want to go to class?  

He pointed at the five white human outlines painted on the dark compound wall, bullet 

holes near the heart, the head, the crotch. That’s where the locals who trained to be soldiers and 

guards did their target practice, he told me. 

Late boys, they be punished, they be made to stand against white man. You want?  

I shuddered at the thought of standing with my neck pressed to the target’s crotch, a 

centipede crawling out of the hole and entering my shirt, crawling down my back. 

He led me down the corridor, his heavy silence a handcuff fastened to my wrists as he 

marched on, secure with the knowledge that I had no option but to trail his lead. He led me to the 

right place yesterday, I told myself, and today would be no different. 

We entered a building. He said, Luck for you, you found me. Ahem. You welcome. 

Thank you, Senior. 
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He turned, said, I like. You show respect.  

In the light of the naked bulb dangling above the dinghy stairwell, at the tip of whose mouth 

we arrived, he scratched his neck that was covered in the shadow of his head. 

I’ll find the class myself. Thank you for your time. Senior.  

He grabbed my shoulder and tightened his fingers around my bone until I sucked in a sharp 

breath through my teeth. He nodded at me a stiff forefinger, said, You not go anywhere. First you 

return favor, Shorts. Yesterday’s and now’s. Oh yes you will. I tell how. 

He continued walking, I continued to follow. We kept descending one flight of stairs after 

another until, six floors later, we reached what I thought might be the very bowels of the earth, 

where, to our left was a single room, dark as the night inside, the tube light above reflected in the six 

panes of the two ajar glass doors. Pointing with his thumb, he said, Your class.  

Blocked between the stranger and the strange room, I stepped in, disbelievingly, inevitably.  

I felt the room’s cold bite before noticing the gusts of smoky vapor, a bilious, ghostly white, 

illuminated by the outside white light, released by overhead air-conditioners. I wrapped my arms 

around my shoulder, pressing my bag to my chest. A pungent formaldehyde odor stung my nostrils.  

Behind me the doors were snapped shut. The bolt latched. A sharp metallic clink. Senior’s 

towering black figure, silhouetted against the lit-up glass doors, stretched out a hand and punched a 

switch. Light from a naked bulb created a circle of light between me and him. 

To my left and to my right were beds lined one next to the other, and lying on them, 

covered in white sheets up to their necks, were men. Dead men. Here to be torn apart and studied. 
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Where was the custodians? Why did he bring me here? Whatever Senior had in mind, I wouldn’t 

submit to it. 

Hands on his hips, Senior swayed from one side to the other. He said, Your shirt, Shorts. 

Your shirt. Get rid of it.  

I turned away. My resolve forsook me, a physical draining of my blood that left me feeling 

light-headed. My loud heartbeat filled the room, giving it the quality of a living creature. I squeezed 

my nose between thumb and forefinger. 

His voice gulped the distance between us and cuffed my ears. You be deaf, bitch? Didn’t hear 

orders? Your shirt. 

If I looked him in the eye I wouldn’t have the courage to defy him, so without turning, I 

shook my head. He grunted. His heavy footfalls clattered down the room, came my way. Curling his 

foot around my ankle, he toppled me. I fell facedown, holding my bag tightly against my chest. He 

thwacked me on the back of my head and grabbed both my arms and turned me around and then 

wrenched the bag out of my clutch and dropped it by my head. He planted his buttocks on my 

stomach and grabbed my shirt and roughed it out of its tuck and opened the buttons. I shivered. He 

shrouded my arms that lay by side with the shirt’s flaps. His eyes aglitter, his teeth, when he smirked, 

glinting like a knife’s edge, he said, Breasts! and scratched his neck. 

I blinked at him, my face blank. Delivering quick spanks on one cheek then the other, he 

mimicked a childish prattle. Poor baby boy, innocent child, you not understand? Wait, I show. 

He opened the buttons of his shirt and thrust his trunk forward. Running his fingers over his 

smooth, flat chest, he said, This be male’s chest.  
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He reached for the small soft masses of flesh that sponged my chest. First his cold fingers, 

then his dirt-caked fingernails on my flesh. This, he said, This be girly stuff. Breasts.  

He collapsed over me. His heavy body weighing me down. In his clear eyes, I saw my 

reflection: a creature that had just acquired freedom, petrified of being hunted down.  

He pinned my feet with his to keep them from thrashing. His nicotine breath singed my 

upper lip. He opened his mouth. A line of spittle, coating his teeth, turned his lips wet. I shivered.  

I’m cold, Senior. Please. 

Then be cold. You should be punish, you want to leave Senior to go back to dorm? Bad boy.  

He lowered his head. His wiry hair scratched my chin. I turned my head away.  

When I fancied being a raindrop it never occurred to me that at the core of every raindrop is 

a single dirt speck.  

A sharp, shooting pain—my small breasts, his teeth. An old joke from my school: if you’re 

bitten by a dog, you take sixteen injections in the chest. His veined hard muscle, my thigh, the fabric 

of my trousers in between. He moving on top of me, I moving up and down against the hard floor. 

Chitra’s husband had said, My brother…stood without any clothes…I saw things I didn’t want to. 

His rough palm, up my arm, my neck, sealing my mouth, trapping the squeals in. Airtight. His 

deep, guttural grunting. My vision of Magpies in the days after furtively sending my application out: 

an old stone building clinging to the hills, my friends and I cycling to and from the market, wearing 

red blazer and matching flat caps, bringing warm bread back every morning, tied to our backseat. 

And now, in Magpies, presided over by dead bodies, his teeth working on my flesh, his engorged 
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muscle working my thigh, then at last his stillness arriving on the crest of three explosions of wetness 

with which my trousers were stained. 

The cold room carried no wild throaty noises of pleasure, no noise of a slobbering mouth. 

The rancid smell of his released fantasy devoured all the space. He lay over me, head on my chest, 

hair against my necks, tawny lips sealing his teeth away. He seemed to have drifted into sleep.  

I imagined the dead faces hovering about me gagging on tasks left incomplete during their 

lifetimes, shut eyes leaking out dreams left unfulfilled, blue lips whispering secrets never told, that 

perhaps ate their hearts away turning them from examples of life to objects of dissection, and my 

gaze stalled on one cadaver, less than half his face visible, a gaunt brown cheek, and I thought, 

absurdly, that his whole face was smooth, no nose, no lips, no eyes nor eyebrows, just a flat oval 

expanse for a face, and for a moment it seemed as if his head was turning, creaking on a bony rickety 

neck, as if to prove me wrong—or perhaps right, yes, yes, but, how did you know my dirty secret? 

I gasped and Senior reared his head up and clutched my jaw and tilted my head down, and 

in his black eyes I saw the creature of freedom was tamed, its dream abandoned. 

Senior unbolted the door and let me out. Quickly, he said. Breakfast hour be over. Your bag, 

don’t forget your damn bag. 

We hurried up the stairs and stood squinting in front of the building. He touched my 

shoulder. I flinched from this sight of his hand on my body in daylight.  

That side be all Shorts, he said, pointing to the left. Right side for college chaps. 

That’s what Paul’s note had said. We’re left. From outside it appeared to be one building, 

but there were two structures separated by a narrow passage.  
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You go to class, he said, releasing my shoulder, and I was reminded of another hand that had 

touched me there. Would Furniture have brought his teeth to my chest if he saw me shirtless? Did 

this senior go home and offer his hand and give a boy who never left home the impression that the 

world is full of kind strangers?  

We meet again, you and I. He flashed his lopsided smile. Your warden, Presonjeet. Why you 

think he let me smoke there? We so thick friends. He formed a fist and brandished it in front of his 

face. He pointed forked fingers to his eyes, to me.  

I left him behind and entered the left wing. The classes here were hyphenated numbers and 

letters. To the end of the first floor I found IX-A. The teacher had his back to the class. The chalk 

creaked on the blackboard as he wrote out the formula for Newton’s third law. I walked quietly up 

the last bench, my classmates eyeing me, some discreetly, others more openly. I didn’t know if Paul 

or Viren were in my class, nor did I look for them. 

To my left, I noticed, leaning back but not touching the wall, was a tombstone. The name 

was rubbed out as were the years of birth and death, the hyphen separating the two the only 

engraving to have survived. The mound of the grave could not be seen. 

A placard pasted to the wall revealed that some English travelers were buried here, and when 

the school took over the place, three years after the British left the country, they had the high school 

built over the cemetery, incorporating the tombstones into the architecture. 

Whoever this man was, their spirit must be tormented, buried as they were on a foreign land, 

far from their British homes, no one here to leave them tuberoses, their remains surrounded not by 
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solitude, but by noisy teenage boys and class lectures on physics and chemistry, the same lectures 

year upon year, as awful an experience as failing and attending the same grade year upon year. 

A fist struck my desk. I got up with a start and saw the teacher. He leaned forward. His loose 

black coat swayed about his straight pants. I couldn’t see his eyes behind his scratched glasses. His 

bushy eyebrows crashed into a hideous frown. Holding my notebook in front of my trouser, hiding 

the stain, I opened my mouth to apologize.  

He raised his hand. I don’t want excuses.  

I didn’t want to be thrown out; the school was my only reason to stay away from home. 

Why do we have tombstones, I said. The class burst out laughing.  

Shut up, he screamed. You’re a bad boy.  

Bad boy. Senior called me bad boy. Perhaps I was mouthing the words. He said, Are you 

mocking me? No! So I’m a liar, that’s what you’re saying. Never mind. Where’s your book? 

Bending my knees, hiding my thigh behind the bench, I gave him my notebook. 

God help me. I’m asking where’s your textbook. And why are you this giving to me, you 

fool? Do you want me to write your notes for you? 

Sorry, Senior. 

What did you call me? 

More laughter. He grabbed my shoulder. Get out of class! Go stand against the wall! 

The target man. A hole at his crotch. In that hole a centipede. Crawling down my neck, 

down my back, into my pant. Making its home in a new hole. 

I threw up on his clean, ironed coat. 
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{II }: {Bitch Bags} 

 

Loitering under the raised copper foot of the British officer, amid the clutter of broken boy angels, I 

observed, through a grilled window, the dining hall on the first floor, where boys partook of their 

nighttime meal, toasted bread, sliced pineapple, and cow milk, at four long wooden tables, one each 

for ninth, tenth, eleventh and twelfth form, light from the dangling overhead bulbs glinting off steel 

plates and spoons, and when they finished they rose one table at a time, beginning with ninth form, 

pushed their chairs back, and went and washed their hands and left the hall, running wet palms over 

their pants, filing past the principal who stood at the door, wearing a severe look.  

The tables were mopped, the lights switched off, the darkness perfectly still but for a rat that 

scuttled about and picked at fallen bread crumbles. My mouth tasted of disinfectant—the on-

campus doctor I was sent to took a thermometer out of a beaker full of Dettol and placed it in my 

mouth. 

After waiting another hour or two, I tiptoed into the dorm and, hoping to see everyone fast 

asleep, opened the door to my room, but they were as awake as the tube lights that filled the room 

with a sickly white light. Boys who were classmates giggled as I passed them, piquing the curiosity of 

the rest, so the classroom episode was passed from smiling mouths to willing ears, and for each step I 

took forward, like a counter-reaction, the space behind me cracked open with whispers and more 

laughter. I snapped open my suitcase, picked up a pair of clothes and fled the room.  

In the bathroom some boys stood in front of a mirror that extended from the ceiling to the 

granite stone which held three white basins. They wore towels around their waists and were bare-
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chested. Water trickled down their necks. They combed their hair, carefully setting it in place with 

their fingers.  

There were six bathing cabins for the twenty boys who stayed on the second floor, and if all 

the doors were shut, as they were on that night, you waited your turn out, listening to the sound of 

water raining down the showerhead, bouncing off a boy’s head, spilling to the tiled floor. My 

nightclothes hung from one forearm, my towel from the other, and I imagined myself to be a 

clothesline: no intelligence needed, no ebb and tide of hope and disappointment; stretch your arms 

and exist, and you’d be rewarded with freshly washed clothes, the weather on your body, summer 

heat, winter rain, fresh autumn pollen. 

A boy tapped my shoulder. He pointed to a place on the wall where shirts and trousers hung 

from rusting nails. Open your clothes, hang them there, he said. Wait in a towel, when a bath gets 

free you pop in.  

He smiled at me wisely, happy to disburse his expertise of bathroom culture. My attention 

drifted to his chest. Flat as a slab of cheese. An animal fear opened in my belly, and when my eyes 

scanned the mirror, the reflections of the boys it held, the fear rose up to and condensed in my 

throat. The boy tapped my shoulder again. His black marble eyes were upon me.  

The shirt, open it, he said.  

A spigot in one of the bath cabins creaked as it was turned shut, reducing the roar of running 

water to a trickle. The green door was flung open and a boy stepped out, running his fingers 

vigorously through his wet black hair. I ran in and shut the door. Leaning against a wall, I sank 

down. My pants were dampened by the wet floor. I clamped a hand over my mouth and cried.  
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When I unlatched the door and poked my head out, I found the bathroom empty. I came 

out, a towel wrapped around my waist, and stood in front of the mirror. Not just the fat of a chubby 

boy but breast shaped like breasts. Not a woman’s full breasts. Smaller breasts. Lemon-sized breasts. 

A pubescent girl’s breasts.  

Opening a drawer under the basin, I recovered a bottle of brown antiseptic liquid and a heap 

of cotton swabs and sponged the six clotted wounds on my chest, each a collection of closely 

huddled teeth marks in red.  

They were all together, my dormmates and all the men in this world, in a brotherhood of 

normal flat chests. I was the odd piece out. With swollen man breasts. 

In a hurry to get out of the room, I’d picked up a formal flannel shirt and black trousers. I 

wore them and left the bathroom as if I had an important midnight appointment to keep. 

The lights in my room were switched off and the boys fast asleep, their snores sweeping the 

air like brooms. Moonlight trickled in through the window and I sat cross-legged on the latticed 

white square on the floor. A falling star cut a dazzling arc across the dark blue sky. I blinked my tears 

away and made a wish. It was a miracle I asked for. I wanted to be one among the crowd. 

I lay down but couldn’t sleep. What else would Senior do to me? What if he was on his way 

to me now, the warden having given him the address to my bed? I shifted restlessly, the bed creaking 

under my weight. 

Viren poked his head out. Will you stop that nonsense? Be quiet. Fucking quiet. 

My disturbing his sleep was the pretext he used to express his true sentiment: that we could 

no longer be friends even if last night’s exchange suggested otherwise, not after the way the 
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classroom episode had positioned me in the minds of classmates whose favor he wished to curry, for 

he knew what it mean to be an outlier in a residential student in high school, and so did I.  

I wrapped a hand around my chest. They simply cannot know. 

So I took to having late showers. Wrapped in a towel, I stepped out into an empty bathroom 

and, standing in front of the mirror, strapped a belt around my chest, buckling it on the last hole, 

then turning the belt to conceal the buckle between body and arm. The arrangement was 

uncomfortably tight, it strained my breath, but it kept my breasts from forming globular outlines on 

my shirt, a distinct possibility when after classes we walked back to the dorm against the wind, when, 

in the late mornings, I sweated in stuffy classrooms and Chemistry and Biology labs, in the heat of 

chemicals we trapped in test-tubes and simmered on Bunsen flames, under the gaze of bottled sea 

creatures with bulging eyes lined alongside wrinkled fetuses floating in formaldehyde.  

I shed the belt and changed into nightclothes before I slept. I slept after the last of them. 

At school or in the dorm, each time I had to use the toilet, I entered the bathroom, head 

lowered against the boys who often gathered in pockets and talked, and locking myself in a stall, 

used the opportunity to adjust the belt. 

One Sunday afternoon, on coming out from a shower I froze: Paul stood wrapped in a towel, 

making faces at the mirror, pouting his lips, skewing them to the left, running a thumb down his 

jaw. He turned and met my eye and I hastened back in and shut the door. I hoped, desperately, that 

I hadn’t been marked. I cleared my throat, said, That’s a late shower you’re taking. 

Just a quickie. Hair and the pits. Played cricket with the lads. Don’t want papa whining that 

I smell. He deepened his voice and took on an English accent and said, So unchristian. 
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I laughed and slipped into my trousers. He’s here? 

With Prince just now. Headed here to meet the kids in a bit. 

Prince was the name he gave our principal.  

I strapped the belt around my chest, but before I could buckle it in, it fell to the floor. 

Woops. You’re dressing in there? You’ll get them all wet.  

 I’m almost done. I slipped my shirt on and buttoned up in a hurry, mismatching button to 

hole, so that one flap was longer than the other and the topmost button stood orphaned. 

You’re one shy boy, Shagun. 

Sound accumulated in the silence that followed: a tap turned open, water hitting the sink, 

muffled, pouring over his hand, then splashing against skin; his footsteps paddling my way, stopping 

outside my stall, then his knuckles on the green door. 

Knock, Knock, he said. 

I threw the towel over one shoulder, unbolted, opened the door. 

You’re not supposed to open. You’re supposed to say, Who’s there.  

Sorry? 

It’s a game. Let’s do this again. Pretend the door is closed. Knock, knock. 

Who’s there. 

Your master.  

I blinked at him, not knowing how to respond. 

Go on. Be a sport. Say, Yes, sir, how may I be of service today? 

As if in a state of trance, I said what he asked me to, word for word. 
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Hey, butler. I forgot bringing my spare towel and my clothes. Can’t take this one off, can I? 

He pointed with his eyebrows to the towel wrapped around his waist and I laughed uneasily. 

But you have one hanging over your shoulder.  

I offered it to him.  

Well, don’t just stand there.  

Again I blinked at him, unsure of what was expected of me. 

Come on now. Be a good butler. Wipe me if you would. This part here that’s still wet.  

With his forefinger he circled his upper body then raised his hands. Balling the towel, 

beginning with the notch of his neck, I padded down his chest, down his belly, blotting the sweat-

like globules of water his skin was beaded with. 

A breeze entered the bathroom through the two circular windows which were carved into the 

walls that flanked the bathing stalls, perhaps for exhaust fans that were never installed and that, left 

open, became passageways through which lizards came and went, grabbing insect meals, watching us 

from water-stained walls when we bathed and clucking at us their coarse tongues, and through which 

a breeze entered, tentatively whipping off the floor a debris of dry hair, torn brown paper, Band-Aid 

wrappers and toffee wrappers, and sent our way the stench of phenol and stale sweat and urine. 

You’re blushing, Shagun. I’m a boy. You’re not a girl. This is just a game. Surprised you 

grew up without playing Knock, knock. Here, get my pits too. 

I hesitated, but did his bidding. He said, Sniff them for me, would you, see if they still smell. 

I laughed and stopped toweling him and stepped back. There. You’re all dry now. 
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He lowered his hands. You aren’t one of those are you? They’re all over London and our very 

own Bombay. So I’ve heard Father lament. 

Furniture’s lock of hair came back. His lip dotted with a stubble.  

Why did you vomit in class? 

You’re getting late, Paul. Your dad must be here. 

You swallowed, didn’t you?  

He blocked the door, stretching his hands out, pressing his fists to both walls. You know 

what the Bible says about it? 

Paul. Let me pass. 

I’m only pulling your leg. Don’t be cross. You got your shirt wrong. 

Oh. I didn’t notice. 

Fix it. Do it now. Go on. 

I moved the door his way. He pushed it back and it struck the wall and shivered as it 

launched into a clatter. He came in. I stepped back. My heel struck the belt, forestalling further 

movement. We were both inside now. 

You towel-dried me. So here. Let me do it for you.  

He took one hand off the wall and reached for the topmost button and gathered it in a fist. 

Let it be. Your dad must be here. 

He took his hand off my button and then in a quick swipe, reached for my breast, squeezed 

then clawed it, digging his fingernails in, deep, then deeper. 
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I pressed my hands to his chest and pushed him and he fell heavily on the floor outside. I 

shut the door and locked myself in.  

He pounded the door. Bloody open up. 

Sorry, Paul. I didn’t mean to push you. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.  

Open the bloody door. Now. 

I can’t. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to push you. I’m sorry, I’m sorry.  

We bided our time on either side of the door, his sharp breathing audible. He punched the 

door, said, Fucking booby faggot. He spat on the door and stormed out, the bathroom door closing 

behind him with a rubbery thud. 

I waited for some more time, huddled against the door, my hand to the bolt. 

When I returned at last to the room, I found, sitting on the edge of Paul’s bed, next to Paul, 

a tall, white man with a mop of chestnut hair, leaning his trunk forward. Boys had arranged 

themselves in front him, a semicircular formation, and the awe with which they regarded him was 

palpable, a charged particle I felt on my skin. 

Wending my way forward, reluctantly ejected out by the shoulders of the boys who stood to 

the front, I landed in front of him with a jerk. Pausing midsentence, he said, And who may you be? 

I introduced myself, held out a limp hand which he shook. In being friendly to his father, I 

hoped, I’d make amends with Paul for pushing him. 

I sleep right here, next to Paul. 

Keep an eye on him. Don’t let him get mischievous in the nights. 
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A ripple of nervous laughter spread through us. In casting a risqué remark with an air of such 

casual comfort, he magnified his appeal in all our imagination. 

Father, please, Paul said. 

What? I’m having your friend will help you stay a good Christian. What’s wrong with that? 

Shagun’s not my friend. 

I cringed, and perhaps Paul’s father noticed. That’s not being nice, son. 

Not my fault. He’s busy. 

Studying, I presume? Unlike, you-know-who. 

Writing to his folks all the time. They live far off. 

How far is far off? 

My father works in London. 

Ah. Where about? 

Wherever his construction projects take him. He mentioned something in Westminster. 

 That’s were Baker Street is. 221B Baker Street. Home to good old Sherlock.  

He doesn’t read English novels, Paul said. Well, now what do I say about Shagun’s English? 

Where are your manners today, boy? 

Paul’s right. Mythology interests me more to be honest. 

What kind, he said, leaning forward, visibly perked up. 

All of it. Like the story of Arjuna. When he’s the fallen prince.  

When he’s a woman for a year? 

Paul leaned into his father’s shadow and smirked. Papa, we need to hurry along. 
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Right. We’re meeting the principal for a snack in town. Will tell him you were all wonderful. 

We took turns shaking his hand. You and I need to fix a story date, he said, winking at me. 

Next time. Give me stories from your books, I’ll give you something from the Bible. 

That evening, Paul came back and stood over my bed and called my name out, loud enough 

for the other boys—sprawled on their beds, reading books, sitting cross-legged on the floor and 

talking, two of them laughing and pulling at either ends of sheet—to turn silent and look our way. 

There better not be a next time, Paul said. 

Getting off my bed, I stood in front of him. 

You hogged Father’s time. Next time you will lock yourself up with your eunuch prince.  

But why? 

Because I say so. Otherwise I’ll tell him you puked on your teacher’s coat. After a pause, he 

added, taking his voice up by a notch, And I’ll tell him you grow breasts.  

Sounds of exclamations passed through the room like a shiver. The air pulsed, it stretched 

like a rubber band pulled tight. What do you mean breasts, said Viren, leaping off his bed. 

Ask him, said Paul, his eyes fixed on me. You talk to Father and I’ll bloody tell him. And 

your impression would go straight to the dogs. Do I hear a yes?  

Yes, I said. 

With a triumphant smile he turned and the faces of the other boys tilted towards him, 

turned feverish with admiration. He had, by giving up a lewd secret, in strengthening their 

impression of me as an oddball, received social currency; this in conjunction with who his father 

was, made him a hero.  
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Finding perverse satisfaction in ratifying his position, I apologized to him, and he turned 

back and frowned and smiled at once, perplexed, pleased, and I shrank against the wall, unsure, for 

the moment, of my motive, aware only of an unnamable sentiment, hollowed out by pain, coursing 

through my body with pleasure’s velocity, leaving my shoulders, my face, flushed. 

Say, Shagun, Viren said. Give us a sneak-peek, yeah? Show us what you got in there. 

Laughter punctured the air, and a few boys gathered and formed a row in the space between 

my bunk bed and the next, blocking my way, the gang spear-led by Paul. 

Walking up to them, I said, Let me go. Please. I need to use the bathroom. 

Viren stepped aside and with a sweep of his hand, pointed at my escape route.  

I took a few tentative steps, then crossed them, imagining one of them would put their leg 

out and topple me and then pinning down my hands, my legs, they’d rip open my shirt and take 

turns to exercise their fingers at leisure. 

In the light of the possibility depicted by my lurid imagination, the slight they settled for 

seemed weightless, a nothing almost. Viren turned swiftly and flung his hand and out and set his 

fingers to work and yelped and said, It’s soft, but hard between. 

Let’s see, said Paul, and before I could make good my escape, he apprehended me, holding, 

behind me, with one hand, both my wrists. He tested Viren’s hypothesis. Fingers flexed on flesh. 

Once, twice, three times.  

He’s wearing a strap to keep his shit from showing, the fucker. But now we know your 

secret, Bitch Bags. 

There rose, in response to the title he accorded me, an eruption of laughter.  
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I hid in the bathroom until the wee hours, and upon returning I found, by my bed and his, 

our new titles, his in blue felt, mine in red ink, scribbled on papers torn out of notebooks, a single 

strip of tape pasting each to the wall, so that they flapped and rustled in the breeze, washed in 

shadows and moonlight. He was called Popular Paul. And I of course was called what Paul called 

me. He was inventive as always with the business of names. 

 

I received, in my Kensington school, invitations to special family dinners and celebrations that 

provoked in classmates, who weren’t invited, into looking at me with envy, with malice even, for I, 

the fledgling in their school received privileges that they were denied, and yet, every so often, my 

new friends seemed to cast odd looks at me, the sort reserved for parvenus, a mixture of pity and 

condescension, and perhaps it was my own insecurity that coded into their expressions this meaning, 

but it left me restless nevertheless. After my migrating to India, however, I was showered 

unconditionally with an attention that bordered on reverence, and I wonder now if I, like Paul, 

practiced or perpetuated cruelties that seemed clever to me, heroic even, but that left in someone an 

undertow of hurt, one that still lives on, that they express now as fear, caution, fear, aggression? I 

wrack my brains but come up with no anecdotal evidence, and I’m not sure what I am to make of 

my memory’s silence, if I am to be relieved or rattled, if it is proof of faultlessness or of a faultline 

made indistinguishable from the normal, the acceptable, by the deep habit of entitlement, one that 

not true love, nothing but deep loss can shake at its roots. 
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{III}: {Bollywood Matinees & Cauldron Sundays} 

 

Over the course of the three-= week winter break, that commenced three days before Christmas, 

when, like all the boys who lived far away, I stayed back in the dorm, I took to exploring, after 

lunch, the school’s environs, discovering, as a result, a mangrove, in that a theater with tree stumps 

for seats, a wooden stage under a canopy of poppy and ivy; a tailor who darned teachers’ clothes and 

drew from the school a monthly salary; a lumberjack and a shepherd who met by a stream for lunch; 

an English cottage, cemented to whose stone wall was a granite block, carved with a notice from the 

British Council: the cottage was a residence for visiting artists. 

One afternoon, on exiting the dorm’s backyard through a revolving iron gate built into the 

compound wall, I saw a giant black cauldron on an empty muddy plot. It looked antique, an object 

that had fallen out of use, and I wondered about its history, its purpose. Our laundryman told me 

that it was used to make soups and broths in large quantities for British travelers in the busy summer 

months, April through August, and an underground pit, now sealed, was fed with logs of cedar that 

smoldered and released a smoke smelling, oddly, he said, of pine and sandalwood. He didn’t say how 

they went about using so huge a vessel, and left to my own devices, I imagined six cooks standing 

atop ladders leaned on the outer rim, ladles flung from one pair of fist to another, creating within 

the bubbling soup a whirlpool effect. 

Borrowing the ladder used to clean the British officer in our courtyard, I leaned it on the 

cauldron, made my way up, and then, sitting on its thick iron rim, I picked the ladder up, leaned it 

on the inner wall and descended, rung by rung, from bright morning light to its paler rendition. 
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Dry leaves, trapped inside over the course of their wind-whipped flight, had formed, in hues 

of yellow and brown, a bed that crunched when I lay down, hands tucked under my head. The clear 

sky was speckled with flocks of birds, pheasants and finches, at times their feathers, blue or green, at 

times more leaves, falling on my body.  

I felt contained. Present. Here, in my body, my skin.  

On the night of new years eve the boys on my floor donned rented blazers and helped each 

other with ties inherited from fathers, and slipping into boots that they’d spent the better part of the 

morning scrubbing with old toothbrushes then polishing, they flashed at each other, as they left, 

with all the thrill a transgression offers, their false id cards; eighteen was the legal drinking age, and 

at fifteen, sixteen, weeks before winter break, they posted their photographs and twenty rupees to a 

man in Delhi who then posted a driving license their way. They each belonged, in this forged 

document, to a new state, they had a new date of birth.  

Wrapped in a shawl and taking with me an extra blanket, I went and lay down in cauldron 

and watched, when the clock struck midnight, pyrotechnics flare up to the beat of distant explosions, 

circles of red orange saffron shivering, shimmering then fading against the dark sky. I clapped for 

rockets that pulled particularly dazzling tricks, I felt sad for their evanescent lives. 

I covered myself with the blanket and fell asleep and awoke in the wee hours to their 

drunken songs, muffled but audible, as they entered the building and went up to Level Two. Unable 

to go back to sleep, I pictured them returning from the bar: hands thrown over each other’s 

shoulders, bodies packed together, singing, swaying, breaking empty bottles against store shutters, 

they walked, through narrow stone streets flanked by brick houses, under street lamps bestowed a 
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halo by fog, they left the town behind and hobbled up the rising mound of the hill that led to 

Magpies, the trembling embers of their cigarettes tips bobbing in the dark that was heavy with the 

chorus of cicadas, their own songs now snuffed out, the boys left breathless by the cold that bit their 

skin in the air up the hill, vapor and smoke shooting down their nostrils, their bodies huddled closer 

still, this knowledge of another body so close to their own a wall against the night, the darkness, the 

cold, the songs that they’d discarded, picked up when they entered the warmth of the dorm. 

 

Once school resumed after winter break I spent Sunday afternoons in the cauldron, bringing with 

me, on the first occasion, the artifacts I brought from home, the spiral notepad with Chitra’s 

scribbling, the notebook with Bollywood pictures, and the fairness cream ad. Spreading them to my 

left, I lay down and drifted into a nap that I woke up from then went promptly back to. I covered 

them with leaves before leaving and hoped no one would discover my cauldron. 

Also smuggled to the cauldron were Chitra’s letters and Didi’s gifts.  

Chitra sent me, in her third or fourth letter, a picture my niece, writing behind, in green ink: 

Uncle Shagun, It’s my birthday. I’m zero years old. Your niece. March 14, 1978. PS: Mother’s 

thinking of calling me Aarti. What do you think? 

I looked for Chitra in her daughter, who was swaddled in a red sari, and because the child’s 

face was undefined, her features malleable to meaning, I found what I sought: Chitra’s thin lips, her 

cleft chin, her bulbous nose. I asked Chitra to send me a picture where she’s with her daughter. 

Which she did. Holding her daughter, her husband to their left. This concerned me. Did he screen 

her mail, did he do it discretely, reading letters when he picked them up and then pasting the 
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envelope back (maybe he kept a bottle of glue in the postbox), or did he sit in front of her and read 

it, telling her, It’s from your brother, his finger moving line by line, as Chitra stood by him and 

waited, holding his cup of tea? I took to the cauldron the picture and folded him out of view. 

Her missives were sporadic but long, containing small details from her domestic life. The 

basil plant that grew on her window sill. The neighbor’s fish she sometimes watched over when they 

went traveling. They went traveling a lot. Their blue fish swam endlessly in circles in the fishing 

bowl she kept on the fridge, hoping that to its drowsy hum the fish would finally sleep.  

When she folded her warm, sundried clothes, the detergent, Tide Lemon, left an afterscent 

different from the smell left by lemon washing powder we used in our bungalow. Are Dubai lemons 

different from India lemons? she asked. Maybe it’s the soil, she reflected.  

Their terrace floor was made of cement tinted with red oxide, and she often washed it and 

sat down to write to me. I brought the paper to my nose and thought it smelled sulfurous, as if the 

damp floor, glistening like ruby, released a heat that got trapped in the paper’s pores. 

When her husband was away on a business trip, Aarti (yes, she was given that name), would 

shriek gleefully and crawl from Chitra to the end of the bed and back.  

The mail from Didi was big packets full of possibility. She once sent a tin of Quality Street 

toffees that that I took from the mailroom straight to the cauldron. I wrote my exams with the box 

of Steindler pens she sent me.  

Her gifts came with picture postcards on which she wrote brief notes on her classes, her 

housemates, one a Scott, the other Welsh, the walks she took by herself by the Seine, along the 

avenues of Champs-Elysees, the colors she bought in powdered form from a Dutchman who had 
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them ground in a windmill in Leiden where Rembrandt once had his colors crushed. She was dating 

an Italian who was older than her, though she didn’t say by how much. He took her to the island 

church of Mont St. Michel. She wrote, The waves according to local legend strike the shore at the 

speed of running horses. 

The pictures on her postcards were works of art by Dutch masters she loved. My favorite 

painting portrayed Aristotle with his hand on the bust of Homer, a thin beam of light illuminating 

his coat and arresting the head of Homer in a halo. She was fascinated by the fact that a visual 

medium captured the intangible quality of wisdom. 

I asked Didi to send me a postcards with the landmarks of Paris, and in response she sent me 

a stack of pictures she had taken over the course of six summer evenings: a wishing bridge whose 

stone posts were crowded with locks; old weathered buildings—a pink house I found particularly 

striking, a swallow engraved under the roof, that was soaring or falling midflight; tented shops that 

sold vintage lithographs; the corridors of the Louvre—look closely, she wrote behind the photo, the 

carpet in front of one gallery is brighter. The one with the Mona Lisa. Obviously. Tourists with an 

agenda and bright camera flashes.  

She also sent me cut outs from magazines where articles about her work appeared. I couldn’t 

read the French text. Someday I must ask a Frenchman to translate them for me, I thought. 

 

One afternoon, when I was reading Chitra’s letter inside the cauldron, footsteps approached then 

walked around to the other end of the cauldron and stopped. I sat up. 
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Don’t ask me to come in, he said from the other side. It was not a teacher, but a student, his 

voice revealing him to be a high school boy. He said, We can be friends. But only like this. 

I said, When I’m in the cauldron? 

And I outside. 

You don’t want me to come out till you go. 

If you see me you’ll identify me in the dorm.  

And if I do, you’ll lose your friends. 

You got it. So. Friends? We exchanged a strange variation of a handshake. He tapped three 

times on the outside, I tapped three times on the inside, and that was how, early that winter of 1978 

I found my first and only friend at Magpies, a boy I never saw, only met from across the iron wall of 

my cauldron. He came there every Sunday afternoon, his timing inconsistent.  

He told me about his hometown, the spice trade his father owned, his camels that crossed 

the border through the shifting dunes of the Thar, gunny sacks with red chilies swinging from their 

humps. He told me about the desert games he played, the lizards he trapped as a boy.  

I told him about the seaside town where I grew up, the sisters who with me raced horse-

drawn carriages to the port. I never told him that they died.  

He said, I never saw the sea. 

I never saw desert. 

That’s not so bad as not seeing the sea. 

Maybe. You see the beach sand and guess what a desert’s like. But a sea, you have to see the 

thing itself. The waves with all that sound and water.  
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He said, You’re so complicated! The sea, it’s more fun, more adventure. That’s what I 

meant. English stories we read are full of it. Who talks of deserts? 

I wanted to tell him about myths, folktales and ballads for which the desert was a throbbing 

backdrop: doomed lovers Dhola-Maru fleeing through its expanse; Krishna’s yearlong exile spent in 

the Thar; Mira who married the desert king and fell in love with a god; Queen Padmini who leaped 

from her desert palace into a pyre when a Muslim invader tried taking her by force. 

I said, Who knows, maybe you’ll live by the sea someday. 

When I look up from the window I want to see the waves. 

I worked at a lighthouse the summer before I got here. 

You were a lighthouse keeper! Tell me more.  

I told him about the glass cabin, the oil simmering to a corner, the spindle and the smell of a 

salty sea, the hen on my desk, the chickpeas it ate, the beacon light I stood in front of. Blinding. 

Beautiful. The sailors I waved at, who waved back at me.  

He said, The hen part is strange. Who takes a hen to a lighthouse? But the rest is great.  

He made noises of hesitation that, I guessed, were words he struggled to articulate. Did he 

want to come in? Would he at last not mind if I saw him, and later by dint of identification, 

recognize him in the dorm, brightly enough for the rest to know that he and I were friends? Would 

we go into town together, my hand curled around his shoulder, his neck pulsing against my finger? 

The very thought, of being bodily so close to him, of seeing a smile teased on his lips in response to a 

story I told, oh, it was too much. How long had it been since I was hugged? 

When he said nothing, I prodded, What did you say? 
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What? No, I was going to say you’re not so bad as they think.  

Maybe you can tell them. 

Are you mad! They’ll ask how I know you. What I’ll say then?  

With a chalk I drew my friend’s face. I drew many faces. Smiling, serious, contemplative. 

Twenty faces in white on the cauldron’s black surface. Each time he spoke to me from the other side 

of the cauldron I looked at one of the faces and associated with it his voice.  

 

Two months before my finals, on one of my Saturday afternoon jaunts, walking farther than I 

normally did, crossing the strip mall that housed the coffee shop and the bar, I found, to the end of a 

meandering cobbled street, a picture hall called Regent Cinema, the façade weathered, its bricks 

visible, ghostly red rectangles under a thinned surface of whitewash, the walls outside plastered with 

Eastman color posters, Amitabh Bachan, angry young man in an angry-red shirt, behind him, in a 

splash of yellow, Shashi Kapoor in a policeman’s uniform, between the two, the name of the movie, 

Deewar, released in 1975, playing in Regent Cinema in 1978.  

The watchman who guarded the gate snapped his fingers and got my attention and said, 

Saturday matinees are discounted for students, one rupee only.  

From the box office I bought my ticket, a flimsy yellow stub printed with only the show 

timing, 2:40, in black.  

The movie had begun by the time I walked. The faces of the audience appeared when a 

bright color flickered on the screen, transfixed expressions and glazed eyes that sank back into hall’s 

air-conditioned darkness. 
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Taking a seat in the last row, to the middle, I was drawn into the story of Vijay, branded 

when he’s an eight-year-old, the words My Father Is a Thief steaming on his sore wounded hand. A 

wounded look appeared in his eyes. He earns his keep by squatting on Bombay’s streets and 

polishing the shoes of passersby. I sobbed unabashedly.  

The grownup Vijay, played by Bachan, impatient to turn rich, enters the underworld then 

grows in its ranks. Dons branded suits and branded wristwatches to cover his branded hand.  

The brother, a policeman, parts ways with Vijay, taking his mother along. I have all this wealth, 

Vijay tells his brother, but what do you have but a cop’s meager salary? The brother retorts: Mere pas 

ma hain. I have Mother. Bollywood’s most celebrated dialogue. Said in a deep breathy voice. The 

audience clapped. I did not. You don’t need Mother, I said to Vijay. Loudly. Someone turned, a 

hairy back of the head replaced by a frowning face and mustache mouth that went Shhh. 

After about an hour, as Vijay bought the building where his mother once worked, carrying 

bricks on her head all day, earning two rupees a day, a couple walked in and sat in front of me and 

leaned towards each other. Their heads touched, their faces turned, their lips met. Pathetic, I 

thought, and looked away. 

During the intermission, walking down the aisle, from the corner of my eye I watched their 

mouths moving as they spoke in small whispers, still moving when I returned with a plate of 

samosas, moving still when the movie started after the break, the two going quiet only when they 

had to kiss, so that much of the movie’s second half, even angry rich Vijay’s poor tragic end in his 

weeping mother’s lap, was punctuated by their annoying sounds of romance. Pathetic. 
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That night, in the grip of the film’s emotions, I wrote to Mother, one letter after the other, 

crumpling each sheet of paper into a ball and throwing it dramatically on the floor. As they do in 

Bollywood. I was performing for myself. And loving it. I loved my performing self.  

When Paul came back and saw the mess I’d made, he said, What the hell, Shagun, you 

dirtied the whole bloody floor.  

I looked at him accusingly. You won’t understand, you have Mother. A deep breathy voice.  

Um, you don’t? I thought you said she’s in London now. 

She once carried bricks on her head for two rupees a day. All for this paapi pet.  

I’m sorry, what was that? 

This hungry greedy stomach. I scrubbed my belly vigorously and ran out of the dorm room 

and went into the bathroom and looking into the mirror, tapped my shoulder. What a performance, 

brother, I said. My reflection nodded gravely in agreement. 

One day, three weeks later, during the screening of Trishul—Bachan again, again as Vijay, a 

bastard son out to destroy the father who’d abandoned him as a child—two men entered the theater 

together, their hands finding each other in the dark as they walked up the aisle, their joined hands 

illuminated by the screen. 

I got up and went and sat behind them, sank low, the onscreen couple in bellbottoms and 

printed floral shirts wielding golf bats as they declared their love a backdrop against which the two 

men were silhouettes, one of them squeezing the arm of the other, their mouths planting kisses on 

each other’s cheeks, the two giggling in tender, controlled fits. 
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Outside the theater that evening was a man selling, in a wicker basket, small diamond-

shaped brass plates, each with a number engraved on it. Squatting in front of him, I picked one up. 

It winked in the evening light. He said they were pinned to the seats inside Regent Cinema, back 

when the British had constructed the theater, when they ran the shows here, when they were the 

audience, here to watch English films.  

My father worked as a janitor then, he said, stroking his gray beard. He loved their dialogues. 

He was in love with English. Not that he understood a word. 

He saw their movies? 

In snatches. When the sahibs or their wives went in and came out.  

He slapped his thigh and cracked up and said, He once saw a woman wearing a big gown 

that bounced when she walked. 

In the movie? 

No. Really. He was scared. He thought she was hiding something dangerous inside. 

I laughed. How much are you selling these for? 

Two for two rupees. He wagged at me two fingers. 

Too much. That’s how much Vijay’s mom made after carrying bricks a whole day. 

Deewar! Here. From one Bachan fan to another. Take two for one rupee. 

Sifting through the brass plates, I picked up the numbers 8 and 26 and held them in my fist, 

so that they turned warm by the time I returned to my dorm room, losing, over the course of my 

walk, the colonial history and the story of the bouncing gown and the man it scared, carrying instead 

a memory of the two men who sat in front of me.  
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I pictured going to the movie with my cauldron friend. The two of us laughing and holding 

each other. Kissing gently. On the cheek. 

 

One Sunday I went into town to fetch bread for my cauldron friend.  

Wait, said the baker, pointing to a wrought-iron chair. I’m making a new batch. 

The aroma of fresh-baked bread joined the smell of slow-brewed coffee then took over the air 

of the bakery when he opened the oven door and took the bread out. He cut me a heel, wrapped it 

in brown paper and secured it in striped twine.  

Throwing the piping hot packet from one hand to the other, I ran back to the dorm and got 

straight into the cauldron, leaving the bread outside.  

He came, picked up the bread. The brown paper crinkled in his hands. He circled the 

cauldron. How dare you, he said. Am I a dog, you leave food for me like this?  

I wanted to get you something. Couldn’t think of a better way. 

I told you no one should know. 

How will they? 

You left it out on open display. What if someone saw and got curious and kept an eye and 

saw me come talk to you? 

He threw the heal of bread in. It fell fatly on the bed of leaves. 

This was a mistake. I should’ve known you’d get out of hand. I have to end this I suppose? 

It won’t happen again, I promised, my fingers spread out on cold metal. I did my best to 

forestall every sound my throat made. But he heard anyway.  
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You’re a boy. I’m a boy. That’s sick. 

You’re my only friend.  

I heard my pathetic pleading voice and hung my head and puckered my mouth. 

But I understand. Thanks for coming all these days. 

Are you asking me to leave? 

Crying is sick. You’re right. But so is being friends like this. After a pause, I said, Why did 

you take the risk?  

I thought he’d say he felt sorry, watching me eat every meal alone, hearing the boys call me 

Bitch Bags, noticing me clamber up a ladder to spend time inside a cauldron. I pitied you, so I 

became your friend: he didn’t say that. He simply stood there for some time, then walked away, then 

came back. He tapped three times on the outside. I tapped three times on the inside. 
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{IV}:{ Feather} 

 

For days afterward, sleepless, unable to focus on my classes or the impending finals, replaying the 

abrupt ending to our friendship, foreshadowed by not a fight, not an argument, I loathed myself for 

giving up my agency to a boy to whom I was easily dispensable, a single mistake enough for him to 

dispose of our interaction. This reaction was interspersed with hours of feeling grateful to him for 

offering me an experience that resembled friendship, and consequently, there’d be a sense of 

remorse, wishing I hadn’t left the bread outside, followed by guilt: of course he had the right to be 

angry, I’d violated the one condition he’d set at the very outset. 

It was the sort of turmoil I hadn’t experienced even after Senior’s and Paul’s attacks, after 

being objectified by my dorm-mates. 

I came down with a fever not long after, and on examining me, the campus doctor said it 

was because of the in between season, the weeks between spring and summer. It has an effect on you, 

particularly if you’re not from the hill, he said, prescribing a strong antibiotic that I bought from the 

dispensary. It sent me into a deep ten hour sleep that I woke up from overcome by the sort of calm I 

hadn’t experienced in long. The bread, I told myself, was just one of many ways that would’ve all 

lead to the same inevitable consequence. The friendship’s foundation was weak, based as it was on 

my sense of lack and his desire for our association to be anonymous. The indifference resulting from 

this clarity felt deeply beautiful. It was of course fleeting; gone when the fever started to lift. 

After recovering completely, I left the dorm one evening, taking from the dining hall a glass 

tumbler. Crossing the English cottage—its doors open, its curtains drawn, through the French 
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windows, a hunched figure in a vest and shorts visible, cleaning the floor in the dim light of the 

overhead lamp—I went to the edge of a cliff, and though there was no glass bridge here, I flung the 

tumbler, watched it fly down, and when it struck a rocky outcrop and the sound of shattering shot 

up the valley, I made a wish: give me reasons to find them distasteful, all of them, so my indifference 

would return, this time for good, and I’d float in their midst in a bubble, caring for neither their 

friendship nor their vulgar ridicule. 

On the prowl as I was, without having to try too hard, I found what I wanted, or rather grew 

aware of their habits that, while not escaping my radar before, I’d preferred not paying attention to: 

in the nights, under their sheets, during lunch breaks, at bathrooms in the dining hall, I heard skin 

slapping against skin, a sick bodily music accompanied by their vocal masturbation of grunting. In 

the toilets I caught the rancid smell that belonged to the stain Senior had left on my trousers, and on 

occasion saw it in all its ugly white translucence on the toilet floor, like bird droppings over wet boot 

marks, posthumous summaries of the act I’d witnessed at home under the lighthouse’s torch. 

Their laughter and catcalls, when they squeezed my man breasts, I realized, allowed them to 

look away from the compromised nature of their pleasure, derived not from a girl, but from a boy. 

Clearing my head with a long run, then listing my observations, one per sheet, I went again 

to the cauldron, arranged them in front of me and studied them until there started to emerge some 

ideas that I wrote down, in the language of Mathematics—the clinical neutrality of it, would serve 

my interests, I knew, even when I hated the subject itself. 

Statement: We’re meant to be mutually exclusive. My separation is not only inevitable, it’s desirable. 

Proof: 
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(1) Axiom I: I’m helpless against my body, they against their bodily needs. We were equals in 

helplessness, in fact, with my awareness, I had over them an edge.  

(2) Axiom II : Even if they included me in their conversations, what stakes did I have in cricket, 

hockey, or in the matters of sex, snuff films, bra sizes, how to give yourself a blowjob? 

From Axiom I and II it follows that the statement holds true. 

I slipped the sheet it into my pocket and perused it every day. 

 

There must’ve been, I have no doubt, other boys like me in the dorm who were remarkable for their 

oddities, and if perhaps we sought each other out we could’ve formed a fringe gang, one that 

challenged the mainstream, but it has often been the lot of the powerful to form a mob, for the 

subjugated to be scattered, silent.  

There was one boy, however, who refused to accept the shame inflicted upon him. And for 

that I admired him and wished I’d taken notice of him before. 

Feather was proud to be called Feather. He was from a village in Shillong where almost 

everyone was of the scheduled tribe cast. He slicked his hair with mustard oil and, on his cacao-

colored skin, his Mongolian eyes seemed like snail shells leached to the hull of a ship blackened by 

staying in the sea for too long. He kept in his pencil box a collection of striped owl feathers. Father 

says them are good omens, he’d said with a stony expression when someone pointed at them and 

laughed. Paul named him Feather and eventually no one remembered his real name. 
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One day, a little before our ninth form finals, in the breaks between classes, students in my 

class bemoaned the reservation system, thanks to which admissions to bachelors and masters 

programs privileged caste over academic merit. 

A boy, his oval face marked with a fierce expression, said, with a flourish of his hand, They 

take up all the good colleges thanks to reservations but where do they have the brains to make 

anything of education? But no, the government spits on old wisdom and gives them our seats. So 

what happens? They get out of college as dumb as they got in and build houses and bridges that all 

collapse. Dad was telling me. An architect who works under him doesn’t know how to make 

blueprints. Beat that! Genes, I tell you, they die hard. As the saying goes, it’s foolish to play the flute 

in front of a buffalo and hope it develops a taste for music. 

Feather flung a pencil at the boy. It’s sharp lead struck him between his eyebrows. Within 

seconds he pounced on Feather, grabbed him by his cuff and threw him down. He pinned Feather’s 

shoulder with his knees and wrapped his fingers around Feather’s neck.  

Writhing under his weight, Feather hissed, You paying price for mistakes your elders made. 

They don’t let us study, keep us out of temple, say we be unholy. 

The boy said, My god, just listen to the retard. That’s because your folks cleaned our shit 

and never took showers. Why don’t you go back? Do what’s in your genes you fucking birdbrain.  

Feather stopped struggling. He narrowed his eyes and spoke in a voice so low I had to lean 

over my desk to catch what he said. I pass out of some big school, land government job, and you 

study in some B-grade school and be jobless. My reservations, your average head, what else happen? 

Come to me then. I teach toilet cleaning tips, it’s in my blood, no? Then I put you on job with me.  
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He let go of Feather’s neck, stepped back and sank into his chair, visibly shaken by the bleak 

picture Feather’s words had painted. Feather turned over, struck the floor with his fist and plunged 

into a guttural laughter and lay on the floor heaving. 

I buried my head in my hands to keep my smile from showing. 

 

I asked Shagun once if he met Feather again, if he befriended the boy. When school reopened after 

summer, Shagun said, I looked for him, but didn’t find him. So I asked at the registration office. 

They said he’d dropped out of our school. They didn’t know where he went. 
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{V}: {Lessons in Adult Male Pissing} 

 

One night, during the reading period, as I repaired into my bed—my dorm-mates were by then fast 

asleep— the room’s door opened and in the wedge of light that formed on the floor there appeared 

the shadow of a tall figure that lingered there a moment. I shut my eyes. 

Soft footsteps, punctuated with pauses, pottered about in the dark, then drew to halt at the 

foot of my bed, a protracted breath sounded in their place. 

My blanket was tugged at and snatched away. It was early May; summer had begun, but the 

nights were still cold. My knees trembled. A weight collapsed over me. He pulled the sheet over us. 

His wet breath was on my face. Hey, Shorts.  

Unbuttoning my nightshirt, he said, his chapped lips moving against my ear, in a whispery 

hoarse voice, Stupid exchange program. In hot fucking Bombay. Good I be back. 

He’d said we’d meet again. My predator had returned to claim his hunt. 

His lips didn’t slobber noisily as they slithered up my skin; he moved upon my thigh with a 

foot pressed firmly to the floor so the bed didn’t creek; he didn’t grunt, not when he reached his 

crescendo, nor before, when he dug his teeth in deep; I pressed a hand to my pursed lips and gulped 

over and over as we shuddered under my sheet, only my head and his foot visible; the mound of 

fused bodies, his rocking head, my spare arm, his heaving hip, squeezing the mattress in—all 

outlined under the sheet. 



162 
 

When he was done he got up and zipped his jeans, and with his face illuminated in the 

argent window light, he winked. His lips moved but I couldn’t hear what he said. He took my blank 

look for acknowledgment and nodded. Then he turned and padded silently out. 

Buttoning my shirt up, and pulling my sheet up to my chest, I stared at the bed above mine 

for a few minutes, trying to take my mind off the aftereffects: a deep throbbing on my left breast, on 

my thigh a patch of wetness, my throat contracted from all the swallowed screams, so that I 

swallowed big mouthfuls of air. 

When I turned, across a shaft of moonlight, I found Paul staring at me, one brown eye 

shadowed, his other lit up in moonlight, his forehead concealed under a mop of uncombed hair. 

Was there anyone else who saw? I strained my ears, looked around the room. But I discerned 

no movements in the dark, no signs of curiosity or shock. Only a litter of asynchronous snores. 

Above me, Viren’s slow breath too rose from the great depths of his sleep. 

I looked back at Paul and he broke into a crooked smile. An abject fear took me in its grip: 

what if he knows that Senior did what he did against my will and decides he could get away as well? 

I smiled back at Paul. And winked. I was not raped, my smile said. I was fucked. We fucked.  

The smile fell off his face.  

He’s a college kid, I said. 

His visible brown eye flapped shut. He turned away. 

The next afternoon, after classes and a shower I returned to my room and found a 

congregation of boys gathered around Paul, all of them in their uniforms, some of them with 

backpacks still strapped to their shoulders, notebooks in a couple of hands with pencils poking out. 
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With a flick of his eyebrow a boy pointed my way and they watched me approach my bed, 

uncertain smiles twanged on the lips of some, a few hesitant hands raised to cut short arcs then 

wilting to the sides of their legs. They fanned past me, a wavy line, their bodies giving off the heat of 

the day. Only Paul and Viren continued leaning on either end of his bunk bed. And I understood 

what had transpired in their conclave. 

Hello, Viren said. How are you doing? 

You’re talking to me? 

Why don’t you just bloody hello him back? Paul said.  

No more monkey business, said Viren. And laughed. 

I smelled his animal fear. In associating myself with Senior I’d planted myself in a locus of 

power. What if in the spirit of revenge I unleashed on them a mob of college kids? 

Not you, I said. I want Paul should say it. 

I second Viren. 

Not like that. Say it.  

We’ll abandon every joke of which you’re the butt. Happy? 

I shrugged. Happy for you, my friend. 

I expected to see on Paul’s face a grimace. What appeared instead was a look of admiration. 

As if in asserting myself, I managed to move him in a way that I never could by meekly accepting his 

authority. Perhaps he was ordinary as the boys he held sway over. Charmed by power that he felt 

outstripped by.  
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Viren was dejected by Paul’s reaction; his face fell. I’d taken from his hero and for that I felt 

a brief surge of remorse. 

Paul held his hand out and I shook it. We stood there for a while longer, in silence, and had 

we reached upon a compromise a few weeks before, I would’ve used the occasion to reinitiate the 

friendship we’d briefly kindled on our first day here. I might have invited them to the cauldron. I 

might have said thank you. But my cauldron friend had made me wiser. 

I had earned, on Senior’s account, not their respect, certainly not their friendship, but at 

least their caution, and the promise of not being ill-treated. I’d entered a contract with Senior from 

which there was no backing out. 

I became dependent on Senior. 

 

A month or so after Chitra and Didi left our seaside bungalow, I went one afternoon into our 

backyard to use the outdoor bathroom, a squat toilet with cement walls. I left the door open out of 

habit, and, as I took a piss, squatting, my shorts bunched around my ankles, a white flash fell on my 

face. And then another. I shut my eyes, finished, pulled my shorts up, and fled the bathroom.  

When I returned from school the next day I saw pictures scattered on my bed, as though 

someone had flung them there. Pictures of me squatting and peeing. Eight of them. 

Do you know why I took those pictures, said Father.  

He was sitting at my study, blotting out the light from the window. I blushed when what he 

said sunk in: my father had observed then photographed me urinate.  

He asked me again, Do you know why I took those pictures? 
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Because you’re a sick bastard, I wanted to say. I wanted to throw my schoolbag on his face. 

He said, Take these photos to school. Show them to a boy. Go ask a boy what’s wrong. He 

stressed on the word boy. 

He opened my schoolbag, went through my things, and then slipping the photos into a 

notebook, he said, Don’t bother coming back home if you don’t have an answer. 

After he left my room I imagined a man developing the film in his darkroom, transferring it 

to a sheet that first lay swiveling in a tray of hydroquinone and then was strung like dirty linen on a 

clothesline, the images emerging slowly to the surface, images that the studio man doesn’t notice 

even when he brings them to the front desk, cutting them in autopilot mode, sizing them down to 

pictures 5X7, ready to be inserted into photo albums. He stacks the pictures and looks at the image 

on top of the pile distractedly as h stuffs them into an envelope. The image registers in his head after 

a lag, and only then, when he draws the photos out of the envelope, does he really look. Yes, they’re 

pictures of a boy squatting on a hole, the iron door, with a peeling tongue of blue paint, left ajar. 

When Father went to pick the photos up, did the studio man deliberate on the change to be 

returned, tapping one coin then another as he appraised Father, wondering if he was a pedophile or 

if this was what he received a monthly paycheck for, for taking pictures of peeing boys? Did he try to 

see if the man in front of him resembled the boy whose image he’d birthed in the lab? 

I never showed those pictures to classmate; the next day, the school was closed because of 

heavy rain, and on the day after that, a Sunday, I lied, Reading period begins tomorrow. Reading 

period was five days away. And then, because I led him to believe he caused me more harm than he 

actually did when he sternly grabbed my wrist, he did not bring the photos up. 
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After Father left for London, I bunched and burned the pictures in the backyard, satisfied to 

see them blister and crackle then turn black. When I followed the plumes of rising smoke, I saw 

Mother at the window, her elbows planted on the sill, her face stoic as she peered at me. It was the 

same window from which Father would’ve shot his pictures. Did that mean she knew? Was she the 

passive author of those visuals? Did she stand by his side as he brought his camera to his face? Did 

she scrub his back slowly and giggle and say, Oh darling, you’re such a naughty, as he clicked one 

picture after the other, making paper memories of a boy defenseless against his camera? Did she in 

fact egg him on, saying, Go on, my man, teach our boy a lesson?  

I dropped the burning photographs in a potted plant. They curled and burned until the 

flame died out, leaving a uneven stack of small triangle with charred edges. Mother never mentioned 

the photos, neither did I, afraid of her response. I left for Magpies shortly after. 

 

On his fifth visit, when Senior left the room, I followed him out. We were standing in the corridor. 

The three tube lights nailed to the wall behind me buzzed as flies droned along the length of their 

white bodies. He cocked his eyebrows at me. 

There’s something wrong, I think, with how I use bathrooms. 

Bathrooms means? Bathing, shitting, pissing? 

That. The last one. 

Why, how you do? he said. He didn’t seem surprised by our absurd conversation.  

Summoning to mind a picture Father had taken, I described it to him. 

You squat? How that be possible? Show where you do. 
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I took him to the bathroom and turned a switch on and four naked bulbs burned to life. 

Crossing the sink, when I started heading for the cubicles, he yanked me by the shoulders.  

Where you going? Not straight. Go left. There. Those bowls on wall, see? Urinals. That’s 

what they be called. I need to tell you when you be, what, fifteen?  

Sixteen. 

He shook his head. Not notice other boys do? 

I go straight for the stalls. I’m in a hurry. 

He laughed. I too be in hurry when going to toilet. 

No, it’s my belt I’m worried about. 

Your pant be so loose?  

I’m sorry? 

Why you saying sorry to me?  

No, no, I’m…Now I know. Why Father took pictures. 

He took pictures? Peeing pictures? Your father? 

He wanted me to show them to a classmate. 

I burned with shame: that I was sharing with my assaulter memories that none had been 

privy to. It seemed as though in pretending to collude with him, in allowing him access to my body, 

some part of me had started to trust him. 

That be his way of teaching you? 

He went away before I was born. He came last year for six months.  

After a pause, he said, And then he take your peeing pictures? 
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He lowered his head, turned to leave, and then turned back and stood in front of me, his 

hands not on his hips, but to his side. He touched me lightly on the cheek with two fingers. A brief 

meeting: his cold fingers, my warm cheek. Then he left the bathroom, the door, creaking on its 

hinges, shutting with a muffled thunk.  

I continued standing in the bathroom, wishing he hadn’t touched me in that way, his touch 

breaking something inside me, more deeply than his assaults did. A boy walked in and without 

noticing me—all bleary eyes, desperate to go back to sleep—went up to the bowls by the walls. I 

envied him his ease with sleep even as I stood wide awake in the bright bathroom and watched him 

return to his dream. 

Urinals. How many times did I see boys standing there? Why did I not wonder what they 

were used for? Why did I not find an answer to the question myself before Senior gave it to me, 

before he touched me gently on the cheek? And why was I asking myself these questions, why was I 

not used to being blind to things placed right before my eyes?  

Walking up to a bowl, for the first time, at the age of sixteen, I emptied myself standing stalk 

erect, a warm liquid shooting out of me and hitting the ceramic surface, an uneven hissing rhythm 

that for days after was stuck in my head, until I became fully sanitized, habit muting the sound out 

as I urinated, day after day, like a man is supposed to, in fact, expected to. 

 

In the four weeks that followed, until the beginning of summer vacations, through our finals and the 

lab exams that followed the written ones, the interim in which Senior finished college and left 

Magpies, he came regularly, leaving before daybreak, but something about his visits changed: he 
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lingered for a while longer after he was done; his teeth took on incrementally lower registers of 

aggression. It was a gradual accumulation of change, a slow injection of tenderness, one gesture at a 

time, the cumulative effect of which I saw the night he left.  

He stopped moving over me before he was done. His mouth stopped moving over my chest. 

He had no fallen asleep. He blinked, his eyelashes flapping against my neck. His heartbeat softened 

against my skin. He didn’t know why I didn’t resist his nocturnal visits, he didn’t know how I came 

to trust him with a deeply personal story. I had given him tenderness without any context, and on 

that last night, he held it in his hand, it seemed, wanting to make it his own but not knowing how 

to. I wanted pat him on his head, tell him it was all right. 

At about daybreak he drew in a sharp breath. Let’s go, he said. 

We put our shirts on. He stepped out of the dorm room into a deep blue dawn, and I 

followed. He had me walk by his side. I lowered my head and clasped my hands.  

We went past the English cottage. A sculptor sat on the porch, her blonde hair drawn into a 

tight ponytail above her head. She raised her pale, freckled hands, a hammer in one fist, a chisel in 

the other, and resting them on the shoulders of a sandstone sculpture, she set to work, carving a 

pearl necklace for the dancer whose one leg was bent at the knee and the other raised, whose waist 

was tilted one way and the head the other. To her right was a wheelchair and seemed as if someone 

was sitting on it not a moment before to watch her sculpt.  

In one of her postcards, Didi once said that the art of sculpting was born out of the desire to 

defeat death. Survival, our ancients believed, depended on the continued existence of the corporeal 
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form. The sculpture in preserving, in stone, the physical appearance, snatched the body from the 

flow of time and placed it in the hand of life. 

Senior touched my shoulder and we continued walking towards a slowly brightening sky. He 

took me up a little hillock and we sat there, with our legs drawn close to our chest, our hands around 

our knees. The sculptor’s hammer was a steady percussion behind.  

Sitting with him, not in my bed, but out in the open, under a stack of fluffy clouds, colored 

crimson by the still unseen sun, I heard him breathe and then I don’t know what made me cry: if it 

was the thought of him leaving or my sadness at the fact of his departure. Was I sorrowful or was I 

ashamed? I don’t know. I scrunched my eyes shut. My face felt warm like it was washed in sunlight. 

Stop, stop, he said and curled his hand around my shoulder.  

I cannot explain, I said, between my sobs. 

Some things no need for explain. 

He did not stop me from crying. In some twisted way we had attached ourselves to each 

other’s lives. And in a way that none but the two of us would understand, we had both harmed and 

healed each other, and we each knew we would, one morning, suddenly, miss the other, years after 

this day. We’ll not speak about it, we’ll not tell anyone, because such stories are never shared.  

A flock of finches broke the spell with their chirping. I stopped crying. He drew his hand 

away. I go first, then you, he said. He rose and I heard him walk away. When I did look up, thinking 

I’d see him walking rapidly downhill, I saw was a woman on a wheelchair, her wheels, that she 

turned with her hands, gleaming in the sunlight.  

I got up an hour later, or maybe it was two. I took the same path on which he’d left.  
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I did not see him again. He disappeared, and with time, so did the marks of his teeth from 

my chest. What made him real was the memory of pain, of weight, of protection, of sound. And the 

warm surge of gratitude inside my chest. 

 

I have resorted here to a narrative manipulation: in Shagun’s journal entries, the memory of his 

father photographing him is located chronologically: after Chitra and Did leave home; it is referred 

to again in the painkiller chapter and in the weeks before he left home. Relocating it here, placing it 

in next to where he asks Senior about it adds depth, I think, to both memories—he recollects, as he’s 

being assaulted, his urination pictures of which his father is the author, and the assaulter, by dint of 

the memory, feel towards Shagun, whom he’s objectified, a tenderness, so that he sees Shagun, 

slowly, less as a body, more as a boy. 

The doctor approves: in hearing such associations, he says, Shagun’s memory would evoke in 

him the sort of emotional charge that’s the purpose of this entire exercise. I’ll let Shagun decide: to 

keep or undo what I’ve done. Until then, I’ll be the celestial parrot-storyteller who organizes the 

stories of the gods into an epic that reflects the human condition. 
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{VI}:{Village Mask IX} 

 

Unlike my classmates I didn’t go home over the first summer or even the second. I earned my room 

and board at Magpies by washing, three times a week, the statue of the British officer, the man who 

did this chore when school was in session also having left town on vacation. I leaned a ladder against 

his chest and with a wet microfiber cloth, wiped his copper body, starting with his boat cap, ending 

at the tip of his raised booted leg, allowing my mind, as I worked my way down, to drift, Chitra 

occupying my thoughts the most that summer. 

While Didi was regular as before with her mail, over the course of my second year at 

Magpies, Chitra’s letters dwindled in number and in their content. She wrote to me, after a seven 

month hiatus, mentioning that she had another daughter. The news was many months old, she said, 

and apologized for the delay. I wrote back right away, congratulating her, asking over her health. 

What did you name her? How’s Aarti taking to her sibling? She must’ve grown up. Send me 

pictures. I want to see you all! 

After waiting about a month, becoming anxious now, I wrote to her again, telling her that I 

thought of the phonograph, the songs she’d played for my birthdays. The stories she read: medicine 

god Dhanvantri, dowager queen Kunti. Do you still think aliens are future humans visiting us, I 

asked, intending my letter to seem nostalgic in an agreeable, affectionate way that would evoke from 

her a response. 

So I didn’t know what to make of her missive that arrived after two months, to the 

beginning of that second summer, brief, detached in nature, saying that times had changed, that I 
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must adapt, move on in life. Move on, please don’t be clingy, she said. And then a Ha! in a different 

ink, a blue of another shade. A written laughter padded to the end. 

What had changed Chitra from a sister who helped me survive the death of the twins to an 

abrupt stranger with a capacity for pretense laughter? Ha! What had her husband done? 

I went up to the Ganges that evening, and as a bald, bare-chested priest began the dusk fire 

ritual, offering the river a camphor flame in earthen bowl and ringing with his other hand a brass 

bell, chanting the name of the Ganges a 108 times, I sat by bank and wrote to Chitra, the tone of my 

writing penitent, apologies for my previous letter, a more hassle-free communication assured. Instead 

of questioning the change in her, I’d wait for her to reveal it to me. In time.  

I sent Didi Chitra’s letter. Didi said she would look into the matter. There was nothing else I 

could do for her, nothing I must expect her to do. There was only one way in which I could now 

keep kindled the connection we shared. 

After I finished cleaning the British officer, I went to the library one summer morning, up a 

flight of sunlit stairs and into a warm teak-finished room that smelled of old paper and naphthalene. 

My visits to the library were so far perfunctory, to loan or return one of the textbooks from our 

prescribed reading list. Walking up to the librarian, a bespectacled, middle-aged woman with an 

angular face and wheat-colored skin, I told her of my interest in mythological stories. With an 

elegant sweep of her hand, she pointed to a corner by the window. She placed a pile of books in 

front of me and walked away in the quiet manner I’d come to associate with her. I picked up the 

book on top. Fables from the Mahabharata. With an absorbed forward tilt, I began reading.  
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Before the stories, the story of the storyteller. Vyasa. Siva sings for his consort, in his 

Himalayan orchard, the secrets of the scriptures, meant only for the ears of the gods, time marked 

with the drone of the tambura he played. She falls asleep, but absorbed in his musical narrative, he 

goes on singing. Waking up after a night, the duration in which five hundred human years come to 

pass, she apologizes, asks him what she’d missed. Siva is perplexed: if she was asleep, who was it that, 

to the end of each verse, said an Om in cadence with his tambura’s notes? Looking about, he finds 

the culprit: a parrot blinking at them from an apple tree. He sends his trident after the bird. It beats 

a hasty retreat, the trident in hot pursuit. It enters the human world and then the womb of a 

woman. Certainly a god would not kill a mother, a human child? Indeed, the trident retreats. To the 

human eye a comet coursing through the night from earth to sky. 

The parrot is born a human child. Becomes the storyteller Vyasa who organizes the 

overheard wisdom of the gods, creating thus, the Mahabharata. An epic with a 108, 000 couplets.   

At four, when the library was about to close, I requested to loan the book. She made an entry 

in a dog-eared register and said I could keep it for a fortnight. I walked out, book in hand. 

Over the course of a week I read all the fables in the book, some of which the twins and I 

had enacted in the treehouse after Chitra read them to us: the churning of the primordial ocean, a 

mountain the churning rod, a snake the rope, tugged at one side by the gods, at the other side by the 

demons, extraordinary herbs and wealth rising from the ocean as a result—I played the mountain, 

and with a dupatta wrapped around my waist, Mud and Milk churned my body and then fought 

over who was playing the god, who the demon; the princess Damayanti who sends her exiled 
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husband a message through a swan—I was the princess, Mud my husband, Milk our swan; there was 

also the story of the prince cursed to be a woman for a year. 

Pacing through the empty dorm room at night, walking amid beds whose mattresses were 

stripped of their sheets, I enacted again these stories, Paul’s bed, always the demon or wicked cousin, 

received a through thrashing, Viren’s bed the incompetent soldier stripped of his decorations, the 

impotent prince losing his right to be heir, the traitor friend banished from the kingdom; I was 

tempted more than once to bring a bottle of jam and draw on his pillow a sad face.  

I gave Mud and Milk roles, and fell silent when it was their character’s turn to speak. 

Sometimes I heard their voices, clear, unbleached by the years that eroded so much else, as if from 

another world they were playing their part, not grown old at all, still nine years old. 

I wrote Chitra a letter. Remember the stories you read us? Mud and Milk and I acted them 

out in my dorm. Have you heard about Bitch Bags? He’s a character in a modern-day myth. PS: 

Bitch Bags’ real name’s Shagun. Ha!  

I posted the letter to myself and received it after four days. Reading it gave me a misplaced 

sense of satisfaction, as if having read the letter she clicked her tongue solicitously and reached a 

hand across the six countries and four oceans placed between us and ruffled my hair and said, again, 

Shall I read you a story? 

Making a boat of the letter I set it afloat in the Ganges. Watch over my sister, I said to the 

river goddess. The paper boat frolicked and teetered on the river’s blue currents then leaned to a 

side, turned damp, and sank out of sight. Water’s infinite capacity to drink. To swallow. The river. 

The ocean. The sea. I rose and turned away from the memory. 
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One day, with my chin on his shoulder, as I sponged the back of the British officer, I saw an old 

man and a woman cross the dorm in a slow, tottering gait, he dressed in a singleton, she in a thin red 

sari. They were village folk perhaps; what were they doing at Magpies? I got off the ladder and 

followed them at a distance. They stepped into the English Cottage.  

Standing at the French windows I saw the couple seated on a bench, one next to the other, 

their fists on their knees, their lips tightly pursed. With his back to me stood an artist in front of his 

easel, his body concealing the canvas he worked on. He collected with his brush, from the pallet to 

his left, daubs of blue, orange, olive, ochre, amber, umber, auburn, colors that did not correspond to 

the clothes of the sitters or their skin. But I’d learned from Didi that artists sometimes used colors 

that belonged not to the objective reality but to the subjective milieu of their sitters.  

The woman saw me. But her expression did not change. She only flicked one eyebrow 

somewhat. It was afternoon when the artist set his brush down and stepped back to appraise his 

work. He walked up to his sitters and I saw his painting, the canvas small, the size of my palm two 

times over. 

Against a jade-green background were their faces, the woman’s oval, the man’s oblong, their 

skins lime-green at the nose turning in incremental shades to an olive-green to the edge, blending 

into the background but not quite. Their eyeballs were blue birds outlined in flight, each of their 

wings held at different angles. The man had her nose-ring, she the dots tattooed to his chin.  
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The couple stepped out of the door, the money the artist had given them, in their work-

worn fists. The woman turned and watched me. Her husband followed her gaze. I pointed at the 

painting. She shook her head and together, they tottered down the road. 

 A tapping sound, knuckles on glass, drew me out of my reverie. The artist was blinking at 

me slowly, his ginger beard stained blue, his eyes blue. He gestured me to come in. 

Those faces are like masks, I said, shutting the door behind me. 

He sat down on his sitters’ bench and looked at me. So I continued. They’re expressive, but 

fixed. Like masks, I said again. Like they’ll tell the same story over and over. Or maybe show the 

same emotion across many stories. 

My series is called Village Masks, said the artist. They were my first subjects, he added, 

pointing at the canvas. You’re from Magpies, aren’t you? What are you doing here in the summer? 

Cleaning the statue of a British officer, I said. 

He smiled. That doesn’t take all day long I imagine. You’re welcome to come see me paint. 

He put a pot of water on the stove. We sipped on herbal tea and spoke quietly about colors. 

His name was Timothy Burns. When he told me that for his next project he’s painting faces, I said, 

You mean real faces? 

Exactly. I’ll spend a week with each sitter. Live with him, follow him to work, observe him as 

he goes about his trade and domestic life. After that I’ll paint an animal on his face, a totem of the 

sitter’s psyche, and photograph him when the paint’s wet. 

I had something entirely different in mind when you said paint faces.  

Indulge me. 
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Nothing as complex as what you got in mind. I’m reading this myth about the celestial 

architect. When he builds the heavens his face turns half-blue, half-green. It’s from the Mahabharata. 

That’s an old Indian epic where— 

Don’t you patronize the white man, he said, frowning in mock anger. The village my sitters 

are from, once a week a storyteller comes to their temple. He wears this swell costume— 

Now you don’t exoticize my country! 

He laughed. A sparkling white turban, a wheat-brown kurta and dhoti, and oh, always a 

garland of jasmine. He twangs a reed and sometimes sings, sometimes tells the story. He has them all 

up here. The painter tapped his temple with his forefinger. Anyway, he tells stories from the epics. 

Including the one you mentioned.  

In Hindi, though? 

Indeed. So when he performs I watch the audience. They’re in a trance. Don’t know how 

else to put it, man. They’re sobbing, laughing, burning with pride, with such reverence.  

After a pause, he said, My interpreter always gives me a gist. But I hope to see you read in 

English and experience the story firsthand.  

You mean hear me read? 

He shook his head. Will you bring your book with you next time? 

 

When they returned from their vacation for the third year of high school, the boys smelled of talcum 

powder, pickle, mango chutney, long hours spent on clean sundried bedspreads. They smelled of 

home. I continued reading the myths, in the nights, as my dorm-mates joked, argued, discussed the 
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job market, and afterwards, when they slept, I’d go to the bathroom and read, reading out the 

dialogues of the characters I loved. I’d face the mirror and take on bodily posture, an ancient mythic 

prince, some mythic animal, living in my limbs. The lizards that entered the bathroom would now 

be the demons, mugs of water flung at them until they scuttled out the windows. 

At the art studio I watched a farmer pose with a sickle over his shoulder. The sickle never 

made it to the portrait, but contained in the farmer’s painted eyes was the grateful gaze with which 

he regarded the tool after a successful harvest, garlanding it and placing it in his prayer altar.  

He painted field hands, sitting with hands held out, the roughness of their palms informing 

the texture of their facial skin. Cowherd, well cleaner, shepherd, midwife, chieftain, snake charmer, 

lumberjack, bird trapper, priest: they peopled the Village Masks series. 

Oftentimes, as he was painting, he’d pause and slowly shut his eyes. When I asked him about 

it, he said, Some things you see only when you close your eyes. 

I read for him sometimes, as he leaned over a drawing sheet spread on the floor and mixed 

colors on it, circling the ones he liked, new shades in pink, yellow, green, painting beside them, in 

black, the names of the colors from which they were born. Sometimes I’d look up and find him 

spread across the floor and staring at me with his chin propped on a fist in which he held a brush, 

their bristles soaked in color. 

One week, around mid-September, the painter said, Would you consider being part of my 

Village Masks series? You’d be the storyteller and the audience rolled into one.  

How so? 

I understand the story, I get the expression, both from one sitter. 
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Something I should do to prepare? 

Learn whatever you want to read by rote. Read from memory. 

I memorized a story from the Ramayana, and the next day, in the cottage, I told the story 

out loud. When I finished, the artist peeped from behind his canvas and said, Continue? 

Another story? 

Masks tell the same story over and over—your words. 

And so I repeated the story again, and then again, again and again, till he raised his brush, 

telling me I could stop, but because I couldn’t bring myself to end a story halfway through its 

rendition, I completed my telling. He invited me to take a look what he’d done. My face, without a 

contour, was two shades of blue, azure, cobalt. My parted lips were a bow, upper lip the limb, lower 

lip its string. The arrow, released, was painted on my forehead, its target the wavy wrinkles there. 

My sisters and I played out so many of these myths as kids. It was our favorite game. 

Before you came to Magpies? 

A long time back. 

And now? 

Now I act for the bathroom lizards. 

That’s funny, but listen, have you heard of the village Manna? A street theater performs there 

every December. Their work might be of interest to you.  

I was thinking of coming with you to watch the storyteller too. 
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Well. A storyteller’s face holds many characters at once. But you, you like to linger, to hold 

one character for long. That’s when you come into your own when you read, you know. When you 

get to spend time on a character. That’s when I stop messing with shades and just watch you. 

I considered what he said. Can you tell me more about this street theater troupe? 

Haven’t seen them myself. I’ll bring you more details if you like. 

The artist left a fortnight later, in the month of October, taking with him his collection of 

Village Masks. He made me a copy of the portrait, my face in two blues, my wrinkled defeated by 

my mouth, the story I read. I rolled it and stored it in my cauldron. 

 

I tell Papa about Timothy Burns. He has a friend, an English professor in East Anglia, look him up, 

and it turns out that about three years ago, he mounted his first independent exhibit in London in 

which, along with the painted faces series, was a new collection, canvases in oils, each the size of a 

postage stamp, portraying, against a smoky green or blue background, the fusions of faces from the 

myths, Indian and Greek gods and demons; the glossy pamphlet that Papa had his colleague send 

my way carried three reproductions from the exhibit: Zeus and Indira, both rulers of the god; the 

water gods Poseidon and Varuna; Persephone and Sita, both kidnapped by lords of the netherworld. 

The last page of the pamphlets is printed with a list of credits, people Burns thanked for 

making his projects possible. Included is the name of Shagun, and printed underneath, is the a 

smaller version of his face that the artist had rendered. with the caption: Shagun Mathur/Village 

Mask IX. 
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{VII }:{Nandi. Like The Bull} 

 

The villagers emerged from the houses that flanked the street, men in tunics, dhotis and turbans, 

women in saris, flowers tucked into their hair, strings of jasmine or tuberose petals. There followed a 

clatter of doors pulled shut. In the gathering dusk they pottered down the road and took a left, some 

of them holding lanterns that swayed in their fists, all of them chanting the name of Rama.  

I joined their stream and together we entered, through a narrow doorway carved into a stone 

wall, a temple courtyard at whose center grew an ancient neem tree enclosed in a circle of cemented 

bricks, threads in red and orange wrapped around its bark. Clumps of glimmering incense planted in 

its soil released a fragrant, woody smoke that we crossed to appear in front of a semi-circular stage 

built under the terrace of the temple whose parapet wall was lined with oil lamps. 

Erected sheets of asbestos surrounded three sides of the stage, a cloth painting of Rama 

suspended from and covering completely the sheet to the back, torches, hissing, burning bright, 

clamped at an angle to the sheets on the side. 

To the call of the conch shell, emerging from behind the stage, and the clanging of cymbals, 

we sat down, squatting on our haunches, and fell silent. 

The play began, depicting the story of Valmiki, who, vexed with his life as a looter, guided 

by the celestial sage Narada, chants on the name of Rama, so he may, through sonic energy, invoke 

divine intervention and seek a new life goal.  

The unlettered Valmiki is unable to utter the word, so Narada devices an inventive linguistic 

solution: repeat the word Mara, dead, without a pause. Because that’s the threat Valmiki brandishes 
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at travelers—give me all you have or you’re Mara—he easily utters the word as instructed, and 

notices, wonderstruck, that, with repetition—Mara-Mara-Mara-Mara—it sounds like Rama-Rama-

Rama-Rama. 

He begins his penance in the forest, tree gods offering him shelter from the elements, forest 

spirits appearing as seductive nymphs to test him, to see if he’s distracted from the end he seeks. But 

Valmiki continues his chanting undeterred. So the blue god, appeased, appears before him and says: 

Remember what you’d do after stripping travelers of their belongings? Tell me a folktale 

from your homeland, you’d say. Dwell on those stories, understand the narrative techniques that 

made them interesting. Then tell the story of a god who’s born into a human family. Name him, yes, 

Rama. He grows up to vanquish the ten-headed demon Ravana.  

There. You know the beginning and the end. Now go create the rest. You will, in inventing 

the story, create the future. Each event you pen will manifest immediately.  

Valmiki tells the story and as Ganesha, who offers to be his scribe, starts writing it, breaking 

a piece of his tusk, using it as a pen, the characters come to life: Rama, his brother, his wife, their 

devout monkey god, Hanuman.  

For forty-five minutes I watched the act, mesmerized: the gods, painted blue, an extra pair of 

hands strapped to their backs, lowered from the temple terrace, to drum beats, to the bellows of 

conch shells, with wires hooked to padded armbands, hovering mid-air, delivering their dialogues 

that switched from prose to song and then fell into the staccato rhythm of verse; the costumes: forest 

spirits dancing with branches tied to their heads, hands, legs, Ganesha with an elephant mask, a tree 

bark wrapped around Valmiki’s waist; the stage showered with rose petals when Rama is born; the 
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finale: the actor playing Valmiki performed an encore Tandav dance to the beat of a dhamru, 

expressing the ecstasy Valmiki felt upon completing the story of Rama.  

The audience rose, raised their hands, bent back their torsos, and cried, Long live Rama. 

Their lanterns formed circles of light on the stone floor.  

I became a simplified version of myself, stripped of my immediate realities, of even the 

birthmarks of name and date-of-birth into this body, the body’s physicality. I was reduced to a 

spectatorial response of recognition, my essence somehow made visible in this enactment of 

Valmiki’s story. Time and the materiality of space were irrelevant to my experience: in being 

reduced, I felt unbound, weightless.  

The villagers padded up a flight of stairs and entered the temple and the actors left the stage 

where the torches burned dimly now. After standing in the dark, deserted courtyard a moment I 

followed the sound of laughter to its source, a tent with an open flap within which were the actors, 

their faces lamp-lit as they shed their makeup, beards, masks, strapped appendages, and—this took 

me by surprise—blouses stuffed with rags; the female roles were all essayed by men. With rouge still 

on his cheeks, one of them plucked the hairpin out of his bun and shook his head and thick black 

hair tumbled down to his knees. I would have never guessed, without this stolen glimpse, that the 

nymph who onstage broke into a dainty dance was in fact this man whose gestures off-stage had 

nothing feminine to them.  

I ached to be there, inside, experiencing the bodily heat of artistic success, breathing in a 

space where life was not bound by gender, by bodily needs, forcing people to run around the limited 

arc of the physical. Like a shackled animal.  



185 
 

The actor who did the role of Valmiki, still in his costume, splashed his face with water from 

a basin and looked into the mirror that reflected the tent opening. He saw me, I feared, and beat a 

hasty retreat and appeared again next to the stage.  

Standing in the torch’s low light, I saw an old man, holding aloft a lantern that formed in 

the dark courtyard a circle of flickering gold. The street beyond the temple wall was a stream of 

footfalls and bobbing lamp light. 

Do you need a place to stay, he asked, raising his other hand in which was my backpack. 

We returned to the street where I got off the bus, and went into his house that had a single 

room with a hard-dried mud floor, a charpoy leaning against one wall, the kitchen set against 

another, a few upturned steel utensils and a coal stove where he warmed the porridge he made earlier 

in the day, keeping the embers alive by blowing at them through a hollow tube.  

How many days was your bus ride, he asked.  

Is that how you measure all your bus journeys, in days, not hours? 

He shrugged. No one comes here anyway. There are only people leaving. Nandi, he’s the 

only one who returns every year. 

Nandi? 

The theater chief. Valmiki? This is his mother’s hometown. He performs here every year on 

her birthday no matter how far his travels take him. And his travels do take him far. 

I pictured Nandi and his troupe traveling from village to county, town to district, city to 

city, Nandi buying train and bus tickets, one-way tickets, always, never return tickets. My desire to 
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join the street theater troupe became, along with a desire to enact mythic characters beyond gender 

or even human boundaries, a desire to buy one-way tickets. 

Where does he live? 

Go to the end of the street and instead of going left to the temple, go right and go down the 

switchback. Not too far you’ll find where they’ve set up camp.  

This is his mother’s hometown and he lives in tents? 

He lives by certain codes. The performing artists must all live together, he says. 

He put out two wooden plates and poured us equal portions of the porridge, wheat husk 

boiled in milk. He said, You can meet him here tomorrow morning if that’s why you’re asking. He’s 

coming to collect our letters and bring our gifts. 

All the villagers, he explained, lived on this street, and in almost all of those brick houses 

were middle-aged and aging parents whose sons and son-in-laws had migrated to Bombay, Delhi or 

Calcutta, shunning the familial farms in favor of employment and an earning in a metropolis. And 

so the farmers wrote letters which Nandi delivered when he performed in one of those cities. And in 

return the children send back gift packets through Nandi. 

Not letters? 

He shook his head. Only symbolic gifts. A god’s statue means all is going well by god’s grace. 

No new news. Ganesha’s photo means a child is born in the family. Radha-Krishna painting when 

your son gets married, framed photo of Lakshmi when they receive a promotion, a better-paying job. 

It’s a culture we all agreed on ever since our children started migrating. No one remembers why 

anymore, but it’s just the way it is. 



187 
 

You live here alone? I asked and, when he seemed to hesitate, apologized for asking too 

private a question.  

No, it’s just…I’ve lived alone so long I lose track of the years. Let’s see. My wife died fifteen, 

no sixteen years ago, and my son left to work in Bombay…eight years back I believe? 

And he hasn’t visited since? 

They won’t come and we’ll all queue up at the shop man’s house when Nandi’s here so he 

writes our letters. Nothing will change. I can see how it will be ten, twenty years from now. All of us 

gone, all our houses locked, only sand in the streets, no more footprints in the sand. 

I can write your letter for you. 

His face lit up. He said, I can write at length. That shop man, he charges two rupees and 

only writes a page. 

We ate the rest of the meal quietly, as he, I imagined, composed the thoughts he wanted to 

convey to his son. 

I woke up the next day to an image that was the vestige of my dream: a haze, papery, sand-

colored, uncoils in the clearing between four banyans where there are four silhouettes, one squatting, 

one standing, two lying across the floor, covered by a rug; when the music of a flute touches their 

skin along with the first light of morning, and the haze lifts, the two sleeping actors wake up and 

blink. Their faces are colored aquamarine. One of the faces is mine.  

After bathing at the farmer’s well, watched on by his two cows that stood in an adjoining 

shed, the air ripe with the wet-sulfur smell of cow dung, I stepped out and found my host standing 

outside, like all the villagers on that street. 
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The sky was clear blue, blocked by not a single cloud. The street tilted downward, flanked by 

houses, square-shaped, terracotta-colored, their doors painted in pastel blues, pinks, greens, in front 

of each door, on a patch of road damp and darkened, simple tribal patterns of paisleys and 

interloped vines were drawn with chalk powder. 

My host said that the performances went on for ten days and I was welcome to stay on with 

him. I insisted that I’d do some chore for him in return, and he said, If you must, clean the cowshed. 

I can also take the cows to the river and wash them. 

He shook his head. His eyes on the street, he said, Your world is different. This may sound 

unreal to you. But to me this is the truth. My youngest cow is my wife reincarnated. I call her Gauri 

after my wife. She’s here to give me company. She won’t like it if anyone else takes her for a shower. 

I said, When you take them to the river, I will wash the cowshed. 

Good. Gauri will like coming back to a clean shed. 

The figure of Nandi appeared at the end of the street, a burly man, standing tall, dressed in a 

white dhoti and white button-up shirt glazed by the morning glow, his hair concealed in a white 

turban. He walked from one house to another, the farmers bowing to him and pressing their letters 

into his hands and taking the plastic bags he held out. The street came alive with murmurs. 

When he came to where we stood, the farmer, after the exchange, said, This boy wants to 

talk to you. 

Nandi appraised me with a guarded look. The farmer felt moved to tell Nandi that I had 

written his letter and for that I was grateful. 

Come with me, said Nandi. Let’s talk as we walk. 
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Once, when they were performing in Bombay, Shagun asked to go with Nandi to deliver the letter 

to the son of the farmer who’d hosted him; Nandi regarded him with a mixture of sadness and 

sympathy. He took Shagun with him to the terrace of a high rise—it was Nariman Point, Shagun 

said, the detail of the location was for some reason important to him. Pointing, with a sweep of his 

hand, at the vast expanse of the city, Nandi said, Do you really believe I can find one single boy 

here? You think the boy wants to be found? 

Shagun looked at Nandi with disbelief. Nandi frowned. You think I’m a fraud? What would 

you have me do, let all the old people living there believe that their children don’t want to have 

anything to do with them, that I don’t even know if they’re dead? 

Nandi turned away and from the blue cloth bag that swung over his shoulder he retrieved a 

diary and gave it to Shagun. In it Nandi documented his fictions to keep them consistent, to use 

them as a point of references to build his stories—the grandchild born five years ago is now in 

school, the son married last year has been blessed with a baby girl: a Ganesha for the first family, 

Durga for the other. They feel their children think of them, Nandi said. Do you know what that 

means to them? 

Joseph Campbell’s thoughts on an old Hindu myth: each one of us, as we live our lives and 

count our coins and till our lands and bury our pets, swim in an primordial ocean, companion 

joining us, companions falling away, as we swim on in the endless dark waters, under an endless dark 

sky, in search of beacons, of lighthouses, signs of civilizations where we’d be welcome, where we may 

belong. There are times when we’re on the edge: would we float or sink, would we go on or lose our 
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minds? What often makes a difference, I think, is the hope that we breathe in someone’s thought; we 

hear our breaths in the head of another and at the sound of our own life, off we go, willing ourselves 

to swim on and on against the dark currents. 

 

We went down the road, Nandi and I, and before beginning our descent of the switchback, I turned 

and watched the families still standing at their doors, the edges of the women’s saris, drawn over 

their heads, shivering in the breeze, their expressions at once of hope and despair, the damp patches 

in front of their houses turned dry now, the chalk drawings appearing pale on the sunlit mud road. 

As we walked, and I waited for Nandi to speak, I felt inside my chest an ember-hot 

exclamation mark. Four water carriers tottered down the narrow, unpaved road in a single file, 

shifting weight from one foot to the other, carrying, on either end of a pole held across their 

shoulder, cloth-sealed earthen pots. 

Where are you from? Nandi asked. 

I study at Magpies. 

Nandi shook his head. Everyone sends their boys to these English medium schools. As if not 

knowing the language will make you starve to death. But you, you’re proud of it aren’t you? You 

don’t see how the British have colonized your head. 

I wanted to tell him I didn’t particularly love my time at Magpies. But what if that makes 

him think I’m a bad student, a poor learner? 

Why didn’t you tell me the name of your hometown? Why say Magpies?  

So I told him. By the sea, I said. 
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You don’t need to give a wanderer geographical markers. 

You performed there? 

He nodded. I hadn’t heard about the performance—and perhaps my sisters hadn’t either. 

We’d led such insular lives. 

We crossed two girls in school uniform going uphill, holding slates, their schoolbags bloated, 

turnips poking out of one bag, carrots out of the other. 

He said, I like acting by the sea. 

I want to act with you.  

I wanted to share with him my viewing experience from the night gone, but under the 

weight of his expectant silence, I felt incapable of effectively conveying how I felt. 

After about fifteen minutes, as flowering mogra trees rustled all about me in the 

embankments, white tents came into view, bright and billowing against the rugged, rocky hillock.  

Nandi took a deep breath, filling his lungs with the eucalyptus smell that pervaded the space. 

The make-up room is our terminal ward. Our birthing room. The actor dies. A character is born. 

Beautiful.  

He frowned. Don’t look at me like that, with such dumb reverence. You don’t know the first 

thing about what that kind of a violence means. Performing day after day in strange new places, 

travelling through difficult terrains for weeks. Sleeping in railway platforms on so many nights. 

Depending on the kindness of villagers for your meals. And in the face of these difficulties to live the 

myth for your audience. King, priest, god, demon, animal, whore. You aren’t them. They are you.  

I grew up on these stories, I said. I know the story of Valmiki. I know the story he wrote. 
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You read illustrated editions for children in English? Or translations by some British writer? 

No! I read them in Hindi. We would perform them, my sisters and I. 

We were now in front of the tents. He took a few steps away from me, his hands, holding 

the letters, crossed behind him. He turned to look at me. He said, We perform close to our 

audience, so close we hear their breath sometimes. Their response, not for us, mind you, but for the 

characters we play, is part of our performance. It’s not a simple binary: we’re performing the myth, 

they’re watching. No, no, no! We’re living the myth together! Living it in that moment as its told. 

That’s why myth is always told in present tense. Pah. Look at your blank face. Of course you won’t 

understand. Go back to your English education. Go watch the kind of theater anglophiles like. 

Street theater, this is another earth. 

You’re not even going to try me out? 

Not in my theater’s action. 

A painter told me I should be a street theater actor, I said, groping again to convey properly 

what the painter had said, without revealing that he’s British, about my fondness for and ability to 

hold a single character for long, but I realized how shallow the words would sound, how empty of 

meaning, without the context of my interaction with the artist. 

He’s a painter. 

An observer. He made a painting of me telling a myth. He made me a copy. 

Where is it? he demanded.  

I don’t have it with me right now. 

So much for your seriousness, boy.  



193 
 

My name’s Shagun. 

We’re performing today, Shagun. I’d welcome you to come watch, but you have to squat on 

the temple grounds with villagers and listen to our vulgar Brajbhasha dialect of Hindi. 

I watched you yesterday too. I traveled here a day and a half to see you perform. 

You came here to ask me if you can also perform. And my answer is no. 

If I could I would articulate how I felt after watching your perform. Weightless: the word 

alone is inadequate, I know. But I can’t think of a better way to put it. Not just now. 

Something flickered on his face, as if he compared what I’d said it to a similar experience 

he’d had. And then his eyes were on me again. Try in English maybe? Tsk-tsk.  

He stepped dismissively into the tent. But I’d made my choice, and he became to me in that 

moment, when he stepped into the tent, the hunter-storyteller whose makeup he wore. Valmiki. He 

became the story Valmiki wrote. The Ramayana. He became every character in that story. The god 

Rama. His nemesis, the ten-headed demon. Rama’s wife kidnapped by the demon. The monkey god 

who crossed the ocean and entered the demon’s territory to convey Rama’s message to his kidnapped 

wife. Nandi became both the myth and the human who performed it.  

The next day, in front of his pitched tents, Nandi described scenes and said out dialogues to 

actors who, I noticed, didn’t have a script to read from. They only listened intently to Nandi, as if 

mapping inflections in Nandi’s voice to expressions in their mind, as if each dialogue he gave them 

was packed in its corresponding modulation and stored in memory.  

About an hour later the actors got up to practice the three scenes they’d heard. Nandi found 

me looking on. Knitting his bushy brows with a tight frown, he said, What did I tell you? 
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I’m only observing. 

And? 

That’s all. Observing. 

He turned again to his group of actors and asked them spread themselves out as they would 

on the stage whose dimensions were recreated here, a chalk semicircle on the ground. Nandi didn’t 

egg me on to watch, nor did he ask me to leave.  

And so for the next five days I watched them prepare for a show in the mornings and then 

watched the practice mapped to performances in the evenings. They were enacting stories from the 

Ramayana. 

On the morning of the sixth day, I helped the troupe erect their stage right amid the houses, 

six doors down where my host lived, piling six columns of bricks, tying wooden planks to them, then 

nailing to those planks asbestos sheets painted with four-handed goddesses and fanged demons. I 

became aware that I wasn’t simply setting up a physical space. Next time the villagers think of the 

episode from the Ramayana that would be enacted on this stage, it would contain these background 

images of goddesses and fanged demons. I was helping alter, no, deepen their memory of myth, 

turning it to something drawn from a physical presence in their street. 

Nadir, a middle-aged actor with gray, wiry hair and a pockmarked, goat-shaped face looked 

at me, and I thought of acknowledging him with a nod, but something about his stance had the air 

of a monk in meditation, and I decided not to tamper with his silence. 
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That evening, when the play ended, Nadir signaled to me from the stage, asking me to stay 

where I was. After some time he emerged from the greenroom tent, his face washed, colored streaks 

running down his cheeks. 

Let’s take a walk, he said, and as we strolled down a stone path drenched in moonlight, the 

parijata flowers, their white petals and orange cores, swaying in the breeze, washing the air with their 

jasmine-and-pine fragrance, he asked, You liked the performance? 

Instead of responding to his question, because it was relevant to my own viewing experience, 

I described the painter’s observation, how listeners respond to stories they already know. 

Nadir said, Have you ever seen Durga pooja in Calcutta? They set up huge clay statues of the 

goddess on the road. So beautifully painted. Her face, its alive. The way a flowing river is. They 

celebrate the goddess coming home to her mother. Her favorite sweets are made. Milk cake. Rice 

pudding. Rasgulla. Let her be pampered. She’s taken care of the world. She needs a little rest. They 

wake her up with a conch shell. They sing lullabies, fan her to sleep. She isn’t just the clay statue 

erected on the road, you see that don’t you? She is the goddess come home. Every devotee her 

mother. Brother. Sister. Her human family. 

Ten days later she’s returned to her husband’s home. Her statues are carried in chariots and 

on shoulders and immersed in the Ganges. People bawl their eyes out. They watch the statue until 

she is completely underwater. They wave to her. Come back next year, they say.  

Oh you must see the Ganges in Calcutta on the morning after Durga pooja. Reds and greens 

discharged from the statues, floating on the river’s blue surface. 
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Anyway, my point is, of course people know the story. They know the goddess will leave, her 

statue will be immersed in the Ganges. She’ll be back next year. Her statues will line the road. Songs 

singing her glory will play on loudspeakers. And yet they weep when she’s being taken away. They 

celebrate her arrival. You see? 

A certain kind of story never becomes old? 

Nadir nodded. Emotion in myth is like emotion in childhood. It never ages. 

We stopped short to the edge of a cliff. A village downhill, across the river, dotted with a 

hundred orange flames, fell under a slow spell of darkness, one flame then some more put out, a 

hypnotic choreography, life dancing its way gently into sleep. In the moonlight we saw the hulls of 

two ships going downriver. The wind carried the husk of some unknown plant and left it in our 

hair. I stepped closer to the edge to take in the breeze and the eucalyptus smell it lay swollen with. 

He asked me my name, where I studied. He said, I saw you today. When you helped with 

the stage. I was there once. I saw what you saw. I know what you want. Our time here is almost up. 

As is I suppose your winter vacation? But come back to me during your summer holidays. Third 

week of May. We’ll be in Bijpur. South of where you are. Come there and look for us and I’ll train 

you. Present you to Nandi. Then the decision is his to make. In the meanwhile I’ll give you a book. 

Read the myths in Brajbhasha. Read them so much that they become your dreams: the stories, the 

sentences, all of it.  

I brought my palms together and bowed my head as a mark of my gratitude. 
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{VIII }:{Walk Like a Lion, Call Out Like a Hornbill} 

 

Nadir initiated my training with the whirling dervish dance. I stepped out of the greenroom into a 

dawn that burned, strangely, with a deep crepuscular glow, donning a white pantaloon and a polo-

necked tee shirt, its tight sleeves ending in flaring cuffs, a pleated skirt sewn to its hem. Nadir placed 

on my head a conical toupee with a tassel sewn to it. He clutched both my wrists, raised one hand 

above my head and set the other alongside my body. He stepped in front of me, cupped my face and 

tilted it. He said, Eyes open, look skyward. 

He held my shoulder and began turning me around slowly. Feet fully on the ground, always, 

he said. I shouldn’t be able to slip a banyan leaf between your sole and the earth.  

My feet, pressed to the ground, drew a circle in the sand as I turned. By my eighth rotation 

my stomach began to churn. My attention drifted. I raised my heel off the ground and turned a full 

circle on my toes. The tents seemed to sway, and seconds later, I landed on my buttocks with a thud. 

I lay there, jaw dropped, shoulder stooped, my hands hanging limply at my side. Nadir squatted in 

front of me, pursed his lips, shook his head. He clutched my cuff and raised my hand. Each finger 

dangled limp as the tail of a dead mouse.  

These robes are shrouds for your ego. Forget yourself. Surrender to the earth. Feet on the 

earth, he said again and took my hand and pressed it hard to the ground. They felt like a part of my 

body again, the rough texture of the sand producing in them a throbbing sensation.  

With his elbow propped on his knee, his fingers forming a fist, Nadir said, The earth is older 

than you are. Millions have walked on it, many have danced on it. Street theater folk believe it keeps 
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a record of all those footsteps and dance moves and offers it to those who seek its ancient knowledge. 

Now, visualize your dance and surrender. Then the earth will spin you, the way it spins on its axis. 

On the seventh morning I came early for practice. It was still dark. Everyone was asleep. I 

felt like a radio station, broadcasting the quietness of the hour. In the greenroom I changed into the 

skirted top, pantaloon and the toupee. Outside, I pressed my soles and toes flat to the ground and 

imagined myself dancing: the gown and the tassel of my toupee billowing, my eyes carrying 

reflections of the sun, my mouth open, one hand held above my body, palm facing the sky, the other 

below, my palm facing the earth, the two forming a diagonal that passed through my slow heartbeat.  

Emptying my head of all thoughts, I started to spin. As I picked up pace, I felt a rush of 

blood, of energy, up my spine and limbs to my skull, where a light sparked to life: white as the 

afternoon sun, cool as moonlight, a speck that grew to size of a sunhat, expanding until it 

encompassed my face, body, the hills.  

I whirled and whirled, and then, just as the light had expanded, it contracted, a circle of light 

reduced to a dot that throbbed between my eyebrows like sacred ash. My tongue throbbed with a 

tingling sensation, as though I’d eaten a mint. The reality around me returned: my eyes filled with 

the ochre of morning sunlight, the ground skipped quickly under my feet, a white cloth billowed 

about my waist. 

When I drew at last to a standstill, a train easing into its final destination, I saw Nadir 

standing in front of the white tents, arms crossed on his chest, the hills around us draped in glowing 

emerald tresses. I felt as if I’d returned from a long journey.  
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Nadir embraced me. I wrapped my hands around his back. His chin on my shoulder, he 

said, Now that your body has shed its dead weight and become fluid, you can learn how to pose. 

He took me to a clearing in the woods the next morning and asked me to stand on my knees 

and fists like a four-legged creature. My legs tucked, my feet pressed to my buttocks. Now walk like 

a lion, he said.  

As soon as I raised a knee and a fist off the ground I collapsed on myself like a house of cards, 

scraping my forearm. I assumed the posture and tried again, fixing in my mind the stagger of a lion, 

willing my body to replicate it. I could take two, then four steps without falling. By midday on the 

third day I walked entire circles on all fours, my face burning with the fierce hunger of a lion on the 

prowl. Over the next few weeks, Nadir turned me into a monkey who leapt from one branch to the 

other, a horse who galloped with feet and hands, a grazing deer, the skin on my face twitching when 

I sensed a predator’s eyes upon me. 

If your body can carry the movements of the beasts, it can carry the life of any character, he 

said one evening, as he ran a cotton swab soaked in antiseptic over a scraped knee. 

Ten days later, Nadir handed over the responsibility of my training to Saaya, a young actor 

whom he’d taken into confidence. He wore his long hair in a bun atop his head. Saaya led me back 

into the woods, wearing a brick-red sari over a white t-shirt.  

The art of dialog is not words, but how your voice forms the words, he said, tilt ing his head 

back and running his hand along his long neck. His eyebrows were thin as the legs of a spider.  
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He said, Your voice not your face must tell the audience the condition of your heart: joy, 

disgust, sadness. The audience should cringe even if you cuss in the dark. Even when your pitch is 

low, as that of sad or contemplative man, the person farthest from the stage must hear you. 

How can the audience hear me when my pitch is low? 

Hush, he said, and clutched my shoulder. He moved his face close to mine. Green light and 

shadows flickered on his face. Listen, he said. 

I cocked my head and heard a low blubbering sound that sounded almost human. But there 

was an untrained quality to it, something that made it belong to the habitat of the wild, not a 

human throat. He raised his hand and pointed. Several feet away to our right, an orange beak peeped 

from between banyan leaves. He spoke in a low whispering voice so as to not agitate the bird. If that 

bird were on stage, then as its audience you’re at a far corner. Yet, you hear. 

The orange beak disappeared. The sound of flapping wings rose from between leaves left 

shivering. The bird glided past us, above the canopies. A feather plummeted down. Saaya clutched 

my wrist and held my hand out. The feather fell into my waiting palm.  

He said, You’ll learn from the Himalayan hornbill. How your voice reaches far even if you 

don’t shout. 

And so I began imitating birdcalls that day: the happy whistle of a thrush, the guttural hoot 

of a horned owl, the angry screech of a bat, the hungry caw of a crow, the mating call of a myna, the 

sweet longing coo of a nightingale. The hornbill’s contemplative whimper. 
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Making your voice musical isn’t the point, Saaya said. He made me drink a steaming hot 

juice of honey and beetroot to keep my voice from croaking. Open up your vocal chords to sounds, 

the feelings those sounds contain. 

Every day, it seemed as though I was a hunter in the thick of woods, there to find my 

voice—or rather, a new version of my voice. I went to bed each night, my fingers on my neck, 

feeling the tremors of the birdcalls that lingered in the warmth of my throat long after I fell silent. 

The birds populated my dreams, my shut eye the white skies they flew across, their voices turning 

my ears alive, the memories of their voices rising from my throat, so that I woke up each morning 

with this sensation of having one bird in my throat, one in my ear, the two calling out to each other.  

Several weeks later, to the end of June, Nadir commenced my training of swordfights, the 

glimmer of a lantern winking off the edge of the painted cardboard swords and the sweat beneath 

our headbands as we leapt under lanterns, turned midair and landed again with our torsos leaning 

forward, swords positioned on the neck of the opponent. This practice, he told me, would help me 

utilize the space of the stage better, filling it with all of my body, particularly my hands. 

Then I learned the enactment of the nine principle emotions: stony face of fury, eyes dilated 

in compassion, cheeks swollen with laughter, lips trembling in horror, parted in wonder, shriveled in 

disgust, chin stiffened with pride, nose held high heroically, forehead creased with mercy, eyes 

twinkling with love. I wore these expressions possessively as though they were long-lost ornaments 

that I’d unexpectedly found again. 

I began practicing for six hours every evening. Male-female, young-old, god-demon, human-

animal: I swam across binaries like a fish wading from one river to another at a confluence. 
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One evening, I sat on a boulder and observed the greenroom, a white canvas tent burnished 

to a dull gold from the solitary oil lamp left on inside. Nandi, said Saaya, believed that the make-up 

room where we were reborn as our characters must never be abandoned to darkness, just as labor 

tents were kept illuminated by midwives with an oil lamp or the blazing dot of an incense stick even 

if no expectant mother visited for weeks.  

When would I enter its territory to be recast as another? It was an exhilarating thought: I 

could choose the place where I would be born. 

Mid-July, Saaya and Nadir took me to the tent of the chieftain. Nandi, who sat cross-legged 

on a jute mat, reading from a palm leaf manuscript, prayers or an ancient play, looked up, and upon 

seeing the three of us together, put aside the leaves and regarded us with an unblinking gaze, not a 

trace of shock or anger on his face, as though it were a perfectly normal for the boy he had dismissed 

and his two seasoned actors to turn up together in his tent. 

His body can surrender, be possessed by any character you ask him to play, said Nadir.  

He can take on the voice of any man, woman, beast, said Saaya. 

Give me any character, I’ll perform for you, I said. 

But you’re here.  

I began apologizing, assuming I’d angered him by following him from Manna to Bijpur even 

after he’d refused me a place in his troupe. 

He shook his head. But you’re here, he said again, slowly this time. His tone, its texture, was 

placid. And I see these two, he said, pointing at Nadir and Saaya. My beloveds. My kids. My 
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terrible, terrible parents. My Krishna my Bhima. My Sita my Rama. Look, how they lean towards 

their protégé. They want to hold you in their arms and carry you away to the stage this very second. 

He carefully piled the manuscript pages into a bundle and wrapped them in an oilcloth. An 

audition? Do you think a two- or three-minute act will tell me anything about your capacity to travel 

with us, share our beds and our makeup and masks, cry miserably in front us, laugh at us, fight with 

us, be reduced to your rawest animal self? I mean where’s the question of pretense when we live 

together and perform something so intense? How will an audition measure an actor’s desire to slog 

and live in the worst conditions, driven only by his love for our myth? How can it convey even a 

morsel of the feeling of weightlessness as you call it? Tell me, Shagun. 

I held his eyes and found there a feeling of kinship. 

A congregation of barefooted women in red saris walked past the tents, clapping, singing a 

water poem in deep husky voices, casting rose petals behind them. They were mourning the river 

that once flowed through these hills. The Saraswathi. Gone now, said the last verse, a drowned river. 

A river goddess living under the earth. 

 They started signing the poem again from the beginning, their voices distant now, the 

percussion of their clapping still distinct, the road a trail of scattered rose petals. 

Where are they going? I said. 

They don’t have a destination, Nadir said. This road was once a riverbed. Today is the 

birthday of the river goddess. So they’re singing for her, offering her the red rose petals she loves. 

They live in that temple. Tree brides. Wedded to the banyan there.  
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He pointed to a temple on a hill. I leaned out the tent and for a moment shut my eyes. 

Something you see only when you close your eyes, the painter had said. 

Their voices were consumed by the distance they padded with bare feet. A breeze brought 

the smell of roses and a scattering of petals into the tent. It was growing dark. Nandi lit a kerosene 

lantern and turned its knob, rearing up the head of the flame. Scrutinizing my face in its soft light, 

he smiled. As if what moved him about me was the wonder with which I regarded the journey the 

tree brides made for the vanished river.  

Do you have your portrait?  

I gave it to him. Nandi unrolled it and looked for long at that dreamed version of my face. 

Painted blue, a bow for a mouth. He said, Do you know the story of Draupadi? And I tell you again. 

Myth is always told in the present tense. Don’t mess up the voiceover. 

Saaya exclaimed, Thank goodness. I broke my back training you!  

Nadir shrieked and clapped my back. And it slowly sank in. 
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{IX}: {Bloody Hair Day} 

 

Nandi held my hand and led me into the greenroom at dusk. 

Nadir, Saaya and another actor sat cross-legged over coir stools in front of an oval mirror 

flanked with lanterns as the makeup artist colored their faces, gave them artificial mustachios. They 

would be my husbands on stage. Nadir would play Arjuna. The prince I played with the twins. The 

air inside smelled of moss. Of wet stone. 

I felt none of the excitement that I’d expected to revel in on first entering the greenroom, 

rattled as I was by the proximity of my first performance: it was three hours away. I sat and drank 

two glasses of water. 

Nandi said, It’s your first time on stage today. I’ll anoint you with sesame oil. Shagun? 

What if I forget a dance step, or a dialogue, or my position on stage, I said, and reached for 

the jug again.  

Nadir said, Drink so much water and you’ll want to piss so bad once you’re on stage you’ll 

definitely forget your lines.  

Nadir and Saaya laughed. In the enamel-framed mirror, Nandi’s reflection smiled and 

nodded. He sat me down, held my chin, tilted my head into his cupped palm. The circular opening 

above the tent revealed a sickle moon.  

Who’s saying these words? After the trauma Draupadi experienced will she forget what she 

wants to say? Where to stand as she confronts her husbands, isn’t that her flesh knowledge? 
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Nandi gave me a copper bowl to hold. It was warm and contained the oil, a rippling liquid 

gold. He dipped in it his hand and ran four slick fingers up and down one arm and then the other.  

You know what the ancients believe, Shagun? As the moon wanes from full to sickle to new 

moon it empties itself into the earth and enriches our soil. So crops and plants may flourish. So the 

food nourishes every living creature.  

His fingers, collecting more oil, eddied about my forehead, drawing small concentric circles. 

The act seemed to bodily draw something away from me. I presaged my lovely loss: when I went up 

the stage, Shagun would be expelled from this body and Drauapdi would occupy it. Now I knew 

what it was like to be the sky and watch the night take your body over. 

When I sat in front of the mirror, a brush was plopped into a bowl of freshly melted lapis 

lazuli, creating in the thick liquid a flurry of bubbles. Then, the brush was run over my skin, filling 

my pores with warm blueness, sending the smell of turpentine up my nostrils.  

I will dress him myself, said Nandi to the make-up artists.  

He held a maroon blouse stuffed with rags. I took my shirt off and stood with outstretched 

hands. His lowered eyes lingered on the teeth marks, faded but still there, the scars not an angry red 

anymore but a resigned brown. 

He slipped the blouse over my arms and onto my chest and then turned me around and 

hooked it. He held out a brick-red gown that I slipped into; then, tucking into it one end of the sari 

and wrapping several feet around my waist, he stepped back, the space between us a flutter of seven 

yards of fuchsia that he folded into even pleats that he lapped across my chest.  
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Nandi placed a hand against my heartbeat. And through the layers of clothing and stuffing, I 

felt the warm touch of his hand. Remember, he said. Myth is always told in the present tense. 

 

About an hour before the play was to commence, we went onto the triangular stage. An earthen pot 

filled with Ganges water and sealed with a white cloth was placed center-stage beside a jute mat on 

which were spread our cardboard weapons and crowns and ornaments—girandoles, bangles, 

earrings, armlets studded with colored glass beads. A priest lit an oil lamp and performed a ritual in 

honor of the stage. 

Then, Nandi took the lamp and walked to the three corners of the stage and held the flame 

to the torches strung at an angle from the two asbestos sheets that flanked the backdrop, a white 

curtain stretched taut. They crackled to life and spilled a vermilion-orange across the clay-colored 

floor. We retreated through a small opening in the curtain from which we’d reenter not as actors in 

make-up but as mythological characters rife with weapons, ornaments and ambitions. 

The performance began. I waited backstage. On the white curtain formed the silhouettes of 

my onstage husbands, two pairs of hands raised, a fist pressed to forehead. And then came my cue: a 

dialogue, a roar: does that mean we just ignore Draupadi’s insult?  

As I started hastening up the steps of the narrow passage, my feet got entangled in the folds 

of my sari and I fell. A wooden step broke and swallowed my foot. My ankle was stuck in a circle of 

splinters. 

The silence on the stage had the quality of bated fear; surely the sound of my mishap had 

crossed over to the actors, to the audience.  
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But, I wondered, if Draupadi were to trip, what would she do? She would attribute it to the 

blinding rage she felt at her husbands, and charge at them, ready to express her now amplified anger, 

include as it does the frustration, the pain of the fall they are responsible for.  

And so I pulled my leg out and stormed onto the stage, my bruised leg first, and with my 

first line, a sharp cry of protest, Shagun became a spectator who watched Draupadi possess him and 

gyrate with her hands held above, her long hair billowing about her, a lyric of lament rising shrilly 

from her lips: one of you won my hand, I was told I have five husbands not one. One of you lost me 

in a game of dice, I was told I was your cousin’s slave. You let your cousin drag me by my hair. I was 

told to disrobe in front of the court elders and your cousins’ licentious eyes.  

Draupadi looks skyward and says, Praise be to Krishna, the blue-skinned one who saved my 

honor by wrapping me in a cotton sari when my robe was pulled off by your cousin.  

She clasps her palms together above her head, her face overtaken by a pious expression, and 

then she turns furious again. She points an accusing finger at her husbands who stand shamefaced—

their bows, maces and swords dangling limply from their fists. She thunders, Until you wash my hair 

with the blood of the wrongdoer, I will leave my hair open. 

They attempt to appease her, they mumble words meant to calm her down. But she launches 

into a terrifying dance: flying into the air, pounding her chest, then circling the floor on her knees. 

She raises her hair over her shoulder and says, Girl from cultured families tie their hair. But 

mine, left open, would remind you that your wife was touched by another man and you legendary 

warriors couldn’t so much as raise a finger.  
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Draupadi retreats to the dark and watches the bloody war that ensues between her five 

husbands and their cousins.  

As Draupadi becomes reduced to the role of an observer, I inhabited my body again and, the 

anxious performer that I was, I watched with horror the sweat and tears coursing down my face 

taking thick blobs of makeup along, leaving buttery blue streaks on my chest. I was tempted to turn 

my head and look at the response of the audience—I felt the urge as a tingling in my neck.  

I reminded myself that Draupadi has stakes in this battle, and as she watches on, she’s 

unaware of its outcome. What if they lost and her wrongdoer is never brought to justice?  

Draupadi swopped down again and took over. 

After the battle is won, the mace-wielding Bhima, the mightiest of her five husbands, kills 

the cousin who wronged his wife and collects his blood in a skull and brings it to her.  

He upends the skull and to the beat of the drum, the call of the conch shell and the trumpet 

and the ululating voices of the gods, and amid a shower of marigold petals, the thick red liquid pours 

down her hair, pools around her feet.  

Draupadi cries aloud, ecstatic, she twirls like a dervish, her thick black hair beaded with wet 

drops of red flying about her body. She says, The thorn has been removed; my heart can breathe 

without bleeding.  

Bhima runs a comb through her and braids it and knots it into a bun. 

 

When we stepped off the stage, for a moment, I watched her still standing up there and we locked 

eyes: Draupadi and Shagun, occupants of the same body. And then she became a wisp of smoke, 
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mingling with the fumes released by the burning torches; she left but her residue remained, a sum of 

the emotions that coursed through me all at once, her rage, sadness, ecstasy, and I shivered 

uncontrollably, I who was no more the character, no more the performer. Nandi fed me a glass of 

buttermilk, and only with the sensation of the cool liquid flowing down gullet did I begin to fully 

settle down in my body. 

We went back onstage to thank the audience. I observed their faces: the lanterns they held, 

the shadows on the hollows of their faces, their brows lined with furrows as they joined their hands 

above their heads and looked at us with raised eyebrows, as though we had, by virtue of the 

enactment, become those characters whose pictures were kept in prayer altars, whose stories 

grandmothers recounted when they gently patted children to sleep.  

After the audience had left, as the actors were shedding their make-up, jewelry, their roles 

within the tents, I sat down in a corner, looking at the clothes I’d stepped out of, the blouse, sari, 

gown, sprawled on the floor. To the right was the wig of long hair, strands of red-beaded black. I 

cried and laughed all at once, one after the other, experiencing the soothingly violent act of some 

hollow inside being filled up. 

Nadir and Saaya came in and hoisted me on their shoulders and ran around the greenroom. 

They threw me down and together we rolled on the floor. Actors, princes, princess reduced to feral 

children. I laughed and I cried. All at once. One after the other. 

Clean up now and join us for a meal, Nadir said. Two tents down the road. 

As I splashed water on my face to wash the makeup away, I heard footfalls enter the tent. It 

was Nandi, his hands crossed behind him.  
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I have something for you, he said and handed me a heavy red bundle. I undid the knot and 

the red cloth drooped on all four sides to reveal a crown with blue and green stones studded to it.  

It’s made of brass and semiprecious stones. Back in those days the royal treasury sponsored 

the tools of our trade. Five generations wore this crown, Shagun. Listen. The crown holds the stories 

of a hundred heroes. 

He leaned forward. His face shone with reborn excitement. I shut my eyes and brought the 

crown closer to my ears, and in its cold pores echoed the pounding hoofs of horses, pugnacious, dark 

creatures, leading a king to his foe through the dust-laden air of a battleground; temple songs set to 

the rhythm of clanging bells; cries of wedding trumpets; the voice of a courtesan, floating through a 

room strewn with rose petals. 

A Tibetan bell chimed in the distance. I opened my eyes. They were moist. Nandi was 

reduced to a blur.  

You must know that every persecution you underwent, even my initial rejection of you, they 

were meant to cleanse you. So you can be ready for what you did today. For me, this is true. For 

embracing the destiny you were not born into, for your forbearance, for your unlearning, for 

surrender, this gift is yours. 

I touched his feet as my mark of gratitude for the ancient heirloom he parted with, for the 

story he let my body live. 

He said, By the way, you speak fine Brajbhasha for an anglophile. 

 

Nandi wanted me to complete high school before joining the troupe permanently. 



212 
 

You pursue no trade, you need a degree as fallback, he said, reminding me, again, of the 

reason for his decision. 

We were at the station. He stood in the train and I on the platform. Wiping my tears with a 

thumb, he held my hand for long.  

Same time next year, same place, Nadir said, pointing at the station name, black letters 

painted on a yellow board. He hugged me and I buried my head in his neck. 

You’ll be ours forever after that, Saaya said and kissed me twice on each cheek. 

Standing under the moon of the station clock I waved at the them until the train snaked out 

of the station. I bought myself a packet of biscuits and sat on a bench in the station and nibbling on 

them until midnight.  
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{X}:{Circus Son} 

 

Every life in my family has been claimed by an accident. 

I sent Didi and Chitra letters about my performance with a picture of myself as Draupadi. 

Chitra’s husband returned my photograph with a note scribbled on the back: This is not our culture, 

men dressing up as women. Please refrain from sending such pictures. We have children of an 

impressionable age here.  

The words dented the front surface of the photograph, pockmarking my Draupadi face. I 

sent Didi this picture, underlining his comment with a red pen, not telling Didi that I did it, so she 

thinks it’s his handiwork. I was only sharpening his image as a bastard. 

Soon after school reopened and I entered twelfth form, I wanted to write Mother a letter to 

inform her that I was joining the troupe upon graduation. Didi asked me to hold off; let’s break the 

news on her together, she wrote. What news do you have, I asked. You will know soon, she wrote 

back. I could hear the wink in her voice. 

Around April, Didi wrote to me, asking that I tell Mother. So I wrote her a letter. And in 

May, in the middle of my exams, I received from her a telegram, with the terse, cryptic words: your 

sister is here. Come home. I didn’t know of her stance on my decision, nor did I know which sister 

she referred to: Didi or Chitra.  

After my finals I took home a train that ran parallel to the glass bridge. I heard the distant 

sound of glass splintering and watched glass splinters catch sunlight and wink. 
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When I reached home, the gate was locked. I held the lock to my ear, as though it would 

reveal to me all that happened in the house these last four years, making my entry into my childhood 

home a less alienating experience.  

In the sharp light typical of a seaside summer forenoon, the walls of my bungalow took on 

the quality of parchment, the water stains seeming like faded scrawls of a language now lost to the 

world. The sea was rumbling at a distance, the tides and the shore sharing a tenuous relationship, the 

waves whispering, I’m there, when surging forward, and then, I’m not there, on their sinuous, frothy 

relapse. I’m there. I’m not there. 

Trying to break in are we, said Didi, her breath smelling of fenugreek.  

She touched my hands that held the lock. Her fingernails, glossed to a mirror-finish, held 

five reflections of my face. We regarded each other across the grilled gate like prisoner and relative. 

Then she let me in and we hugged. She kissed me lightly on the forehead, and said, My, you look 

shocked. How unnatural is it to come home and find your sibling? 

How’s Chitra? Did you talk to her? 

We’ll talk about it, she said, patting my shoulder. Thanks for asking how I’m doing. 

We laughed and together we entered the house. Standing in the foyer, still holding my bag, 

as though I would have to leave at any moment, I watched Didi walk up the stairs with a cup of tea 

and return, minutes later, the cup still in her hands.  

Mother’s sleeping, said Didi, offering me the cup of tea and leading me to my old room.  

I took a nap and opened my eyes to a moth fluttering under the naked bulb above Chitra’s 

study. Its shadow flickered on the face of Didi who sat cross-legged on the floor, looking at me. 
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Outside, noises accumulated in the evening silence. A procession of devotees clapped and chanted 

the name of Krishna. A scooter honked, trying to break through the pack of celebrating human 

speedbreakers. Someone hacked at a log of wood. An infant, woken perhaps from its sleep by all the 

cacophony, wailed. And then I heard a sharp, escalating whistle; I saw, through the frame of my 

window, a firecracker, a rocket, flying with a tail of fire and exploding into red and orange circles of 

glitter against the evening sky. 

Haven’t celebrated any festival after leaving home, I said, sitting up on the bed. They were 

just school holidays. When I got up late, got some reading done. I went into town last March and 

saw people throwing colored powder at each other and wished myself happy Holi.  

Typical, Shagun. Wished myself happy Holi. Street theater’s a perfect career choice I tell you. 

What would you have me do? Buy them a packet of sweets? 

Rubbish. You should’ve joined them. Holi crowds anyway believe the more the merrier. 

But I was out in my school uniform.  

Oh I would’ve joined them anyway. That color on their faces, their toddy breath, the crazy 

laughter, god, too much to resist. I’d do anything for a glass of that homemade frothing toddy. 

Drunkard! 

Bore! You joined street theater and didn’t get tipsy? Where is your celebration spirit? 

Um, I’m eighteen? 

Like boys in your dorm don’t get drunk at all. What do you take me to be, a cow? I know all 

about the fake id racket, boy. Been there, done that. 

When you were here? But how? 
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She winked. Mum’s the word. Pun intended. Anyway, what am I giving you grief about. My 

own festivals are so boring. I get myself to remember the sugar candies we used to buy from the man 

at the port. We went to him dressed in new clothes. With a fifty paisa coin. And we’d fight over 

who’d hold the coin. 

Didn’t know you got nostalgic too. 

But of course. What a dull place our past would be if we didn’t make ourselves go all 

nostalgic every once in a while. 

But that’s so fake. 

Try hard enough, it becomes real. Sad music helps. As does chanting, Oh, the good old days. 

Don’t forget to bring a hand to your forehead. Ha!  

And you call me the drama queen. 

My god, that reminds me, my little brother a princess! Tell me all about it. 

She listened enraptured to my experience. I added, Nandi calls myth is our collective origin. 

Didi nodded knowingly. The events in myth are driven by characters who’re archetypes.  

Archetypes? 

The psychological molds from which every human mind is formed. Our brilliance, 

eccentricities, jealousies, perversions, they’re all variations of some essential archetype. When your 

perform the myths you bring this psychic gene visually alive. Even if viewers don’t know that this is 

what’s happening, they identify with what they see. They experience a deeply-moving pleasure. 

The meaning of my first experiences as an audience snapped into place. 

Fascinating, right? Fred introduced me to Jungian archetypes. 



217 
 

She opened her clutch and showed me his photo behind a plastic insert. His hair fell over 

jug-shaped ears in sticky pewter plods. His tanned lips suggested that he smoked. He had steel-blue 

eyes and an uneasy smile. His nose seemed like two test tubes fused together, as though on inhaling 

he drew in the colors, textures, and subject of an artwork, and on exhaling stated if the artist passed 

the litmus test of his critique or not. I of course didn’t share my sentiment with Didi. She’d hardly 

find it amusing, I imagined.  

Your Italian boyfriend? He doesn’t like smiling.  

She waved her hand dismissively. Being photographed makes him uncomfortable. 

He seems a little over forty. 

He’d take that as a compliment, she said. He’s fifty-four. 

We heard a tap on the door. In the doorway, backlit by the lights in the drawing hall, was 

the silhouette of Mother, her chest moving heavily, as if she found breathing to be a chore. I made 

myself remember the flower vendor who’d come home every Friday at about five in the evening. He 

cycled into our courtyard and to the back of our house and stuck one leg out on the ground, and 

cocked his head towards Mother’s waiting face, a milky oval in the darkness of her room window. 

She lowered a wicker basket with a rope. He collected the coin she placed there and from the chain 

of jasmines in the crate set between cycle seat and steering bar, he measured two cubits and, with a 

blade, snipped it apart and put it in the basket. Mother drew it up, and pressing the flowers to her 

nose, took in deep breaths before wrapping it around her hair—washed with sesame seed shampoo, 

lubricated with coconut oil, knotted into a bun. 
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I stepped forward now to hug her, moved by this memory of her smelling the flowers. 

Mother turned and walked away so silently that I stood there, hands still outstretched, wondering if 

I’d gone deaf. 

I’m there. I’m not there. 

Didi touched my hand and together, we went to the kitchen porch. Mother was sitting on 

the teak swing, moving back and forth—the chains squeaking on ancient rusted hinges—her legs 

crossed, her chapped heels scratching at the cemented floor every time the swing moved back, her 

hands in her lap, one clutching at Fred’s photo, the other holding my letter, her eyes fixed on these 

proofs of her children’s blasphemies.  

I can’t understand you both, she said, her voice calm and low, her lower lips stiff and pale, 

clipping at the edges of her words as she continued, One wants to run away and join the circus— 

Mother, please. It’s not a circus. It’s street theater. 

Mother looked at Didi, her eyes burning with a look of such hatred that it cracked the image 

of the woman who smelled jasmine. The other wants to marry a gora granddad. 

If you cannot be graceful and accept Fred you might as well not be nasty about it. 

I said, Stop it, stop swinging, I hate that noise. 

Mother said, If you made a decision why come here? To waste my time? 

Didi said, I thought being lonely must’ve made you better person. I was wrong. You’re too 

full of bitterness. I think you cling to it. You’ll not know what to do if it’s taken away. 

What words of gratitude from children I spent caring for all my life. All alone. Do you ever 

think of what I went through? Does that ever cross your mind? 
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You cared for us? From your locked room? Through telepathy I suppose? Didi said. 

I said, Who stopped you from going to Father after I left? 

Your father wanted me to settle you down first. Not knowing you fancy the circus. 

This is about my marriage, Mother. 

Not marriage, a wedding, a church ceremony. 

By marriage you mean like the one that keeps Father and you happily together? 

Don’t get sarcastic on me, girl. What do you know about our past, the reason we suffer this 

distance? Nothing. Neither you nor this boy who broke his heart. 

Whoever asked you not to share the truth with us? said I. Whatever happened to the big 

family-history-secret that you promised you’d share? You just said that so you won’t have to deal 

with us. In fact I now doubt if there was a secret past. 

Wonderful. Now my son calls me a liar. 

Prove me wrong, Mother. I’m listening.  

Who cares for my past now? This selfish girl only wants to talk about her marriage. 

My wedding you mean? Let’s stick to marriages for the moment. Let’s not talk about you 

and Father. What do we know about the past that you kept from us? Fair enough. But surely we can 

talk about the other marriage. About Chitra? 

Mother stopped swinging, and the silence that followed was so painful that I pressed my fists 

to my ears. Wrenching loose from Mother’s fist the photo that Mother had almost crumpled to a 

ball, she said, What about Chitra, Mother? Her traditional marriage, her happy married life?  

What about Chitra? I lowered my fists. 



220 
 

She threw her head back and skimmed her wavy locks with her fingers. She closed her eyes as 

if she found the words she spoke too painful to look at.  

I was in Dubai last year, Shagun. It was supposed to be a surprise visit. She’s lost her second 

born. No one’s the better, popping out baby after baby like that, not the mother, not the child, no, 

no, no, women are not goddamn machines.  

The baby was taken to the emergency ward. The nurses returned with her child’s 

photograph. We’re sorry for your loss, the nurse said, her voice so childlike that for a moment, 

Chitra, whose eyes were fixed on her daughter’s face, had the distinct sensation that the word 

emerged from the photograph’s mouth. 

She had no mother’s milk. It was why, she thought, she lost her child. It was why she didn’t 

reveal what the baby came down with. It was to her an irrelevant piece of information. 

When I brought it up with the husband, he said, Good she died. Or I’d have sold her off to a 

childless couple. 

He did sell his firstborn, Didi told me. The money from Aarti’s sale was put in a son fund. 

So if a baby boy is born the money may be used for his studies, for him to go, when he grows up, on 

English holidays. Foreign exposure is good for boys, said the father who brokered his daughter. 

There was no information on Aarti’s new mother, her new family. She had a new father. In this 

realization I found some relief. 

Did he kick you out? 

He won’t dare, that fucker. I wanted to call the police, to bring Chitra back to India, or 

heck, take her with me to Paris if Mother wants to be a pain about it. But Chitra pleaded that I 
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don’t, because a girl who does that brings dishonor to the family, I mean, guess who hammered that 

rubbish into her head? 

I pictured Chitra: under her husband’s accusing gaze she tripped nervously over carpets and 

table edges. She repeatedly scrubbed at shining vases and table surfaces, afraid there was a speck of 

dust she had missed. In the nights when she heard the main door open with a creak and then shut 

with a bang so hard that the window shivered in their frames, she shut her eyes against the heavy 

footsteps that came her way. I pictured her husband unbuttoning his shirt, her fearful eyes on his 

ugly hairy belly. She wore no silks on her body: only her accursed dark skin. He brought home no 

flowers. To him she was a baby-vending machine. Considered defective when the product she 

manufactured did not come fitted with a penis between its legs. 

Mother reached for Didi. Didi moved away. She said, Don’t you dare touch me. You deserve 

no fucking sympathy. If you want you can write to her, tell her to come back. But you won’t. Don’t 

why I came knocking at your door when— 

I fled. Screaming, yelling, retching, I ran up the stairs and into Mother’s room and slammed 

the door shut and rummaged through her trunk: our hopscotch pictures taken year after year until 

the twins died went flying in the air. I didn’t know why I was here, or what I was looking for, but 

when, underneath our infanthood artifacts—bibs, sweaters, socks that now fit two fingers—my eyes 

fell upon one particular object, I reached for it. A visceral reaction. Body hunger without logic. Like 

a famished stomach rumbles at the smell of food. A full stomach turns at the smell of dried-up feces. 

The doors opened behind me. Shagun, Didi said. 

I turned around. With a purple pacifier in my mouth. Mud’s. Or Milk’s.  
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Mother, call the doctor, Didi said, running my way. 

I was saying over and over a name that the pacifier whittled down to a stifled version of a 

scream. 

 

The next morning, I woke up to find myself in bed, clutching at Didi’s lap, helpless as a goat 

drugged before slaughter, mumbling softly the name I’d uttered last night—Chitra, Chitra. A doctor 

had administered a tranquilizer, Didi told me. My dreams had smelled of the rusted iron wagon and 

hot railtracks. Even in my drugged stupor I could sense my toes twitching. I saw myself pushing her 

on the wagon, her hands raised, she laughing.  

I got up nursing my forehead. Just behind the pain was Chitra’s reading voice. Dhanvantri 

the medicine god rises from the belly of a pearl.  

Didi gave me a mug of coffee. She held out a plastic bag, a wedding sari, a rich crimson 

loom, and said, Mother won’t be there, but I want you to go with me.  

Where? 

Away from this terrible home. A hill town six hours from. There’s a goddess temple. I want 

to do the Bridal Fire thing there before I go back and get hitched.  

Thought you don’t care for ceremony. 

This is our only wedding ritual that treats a woman like a human, not like some object being 

doled out by the dad or bought off by the fucking husband. This ritual calls her a goddess. Don’t 

want to lose out being the goddess herself for a few hours, do I now. 
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I smiled. For the first time, my thoughts, chockfull with Chitra, so full that they brimmed 

with her absence, made space for Didi. At least she would have the man she loved. One of us would 

find domestic happiness. The thought calmed me some. 

 

Four evenings later, Didi, dressed in the bridal trousseau, and I, scaled the granite steps of the temple 

and walking past stone pillars, stood below the dome above which an orange pennant fluttered.  

In the temple, in front of Durga’s marble statue, seated on a lion, wielding weapons and 

blessings with four hands, was the sacred fire kindled by sticks of sandalwood and cedar, and to its 

left the priest, wearing a dhoti and a silk shirt, chanting already, verses to appease Ganesha before he 

began the bridal ceremony, and behind him—behind him was Chitra.  

Chitra! Her name turned to a sound of surprise. I ran up to her and held her hard against 

myself. Her heartbeat her warmth. Her skin under my palms. In my ear her breath. She placed 

tentative, gloved fingers upon my back. 

Shagun? My name turned to a question. Some essential register in her voice seemed to have 

changed. She was eighteen when she got married and left. 

I held her head in cupped palms and studied her face, tired and worn, a wrinkle creasing her 

forehead, a hesitant smile on her chapped lips, her sideburns unruly, strands of her wiry black hair 

sticking out on her forehead. I placed my hands on her slouched shoulder, then walked around her, 

touched her back then each arm, noting how skinny she’d become. I thumbed her bruised elbows, 

her scarred forearm. Chitra started at that touch. A memory snapped painfully into consciousness: 

Father holding my face, touching my head, my back, when we first met. 
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Why didn’t you tell me? I said to Didi. 

Drawing a circle around my face, she said, For this. 

Mother doesn’t know?  

Fuck Mother. I’m taking Chitra with me to Paris. 

Didi! Chitra said. Please. Not before the ceremony. 

And there’s Mother’s ghost. In Chitra’s propriety. 

Didi took her place in front of the fire. Chitra and I stood at a slight distance and watched.  

Your husband. He’s here? 

I left him. Didi made me.  

She didn’t tell us that part. 

Well, she told him she was taking me on a holiday, that I deserved one. It was ugly. She 

threatened him, said if he stops us she’ll call the police and file for a divorce and make him pay a big 

fat alimony.  

Those got to be her words.  

She is feisty, I’ll give you that. We haven’t told Mother. Because she may go pleading with 

his family, drag all sorts of people into the mess. To try and fix things. 

What he did, it can’t be fixed, Chitra.  

Let’s not talk about it now. 

Stay back here. Let’s play Wagon. 

I’m too old for that. Too tired. 

You sit, I’ll push. 
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Aarti. Her voice in my head turned to a word that must not be named. We remembered, 

instead, Mud and Milk, girls who would’ve been nineteen if they were here. I wanted to take Chitra 

away. To celebrate her birthday. To decorate a house, to call people her age. To play LP records that 

day. To watch her clap as she watched the older folk dance to Rasputin. I smiled. 

What is it? Chitra said. 

I’m acting now. The stories we read. You read out for us. 

Something beautiful flashed in her eyes and she touched my cheek. For whom?  

A street theater troupe. Lead by a man called Nandi. I’m joining this October fulltime and— 

Slow down! From the beginning. Actually wait. Let the ceremony be over. Because guess 

what? We have ten days together! There’s this cottage Didi rented for us. After all these years, 

Shagun. You and I. Imagine. There’s so much to catch up on.  

She pressed a hand to my cheek. And I broke down. Chitra said, It’s Didi’s day. We have to 

be strong for her. 

I imagined the time I would spend with Chitra. Ten days. Just me and my sister. Waking up 

early, talking into the wee hours. I would not tell her about Senior. About Paul. She doesn’t need 

more scars on her plate. I would tell her about Nandi. About Nadir and Saaya. About Draupadi. 

The stages we erected. The prayers we said. The birdcalls and animal walks I imitated—I’d walk 

again like a lion, call out like a mynah, a hornbill.  

And after ten days? 

I’m going to live with Didi. Study, find a job, something. 

Are you going to see her off at the station? 
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Didn’t think of that. Good idea. You should go too. 

You may have girly stuff to discuss. 

You just finished telling me you played princess. 

By the way, I’m still not interested in getting married. 

Good. Be happy with your circus. 

My god, that’s exactly what Mother said. Said her boy ran off to join the circus. 

Together we laughed so loudly that the priest heightened the pitch at which he chanted his 

hymns by way of admonition. Didi looked up and across the fire that burnished her face to a deep 

orange, we smiled for each other. 

When the lights of the day began fading, Didi, wearing a marigold garland, got up. The 

ceremony was done. We started stepping out of the temple. 

I said, Didi, lean on the car door.  

She guffawed. What? 

Mother would always tell you to not lean against the wall when we had dinner, remember? 

Didi rolled her eyes. Exactly, I said. So when you get into that car, lean against the door.  

Deal, Didi said. 

You’re both crazy, Chitra said. 

The driver opened the door of the taxi and Wait here for me, I’ll come pick you up, Chitra 

said, squeezing my hand as she slipped into the car. 

My, my, you’re letting her go with me, Didi said. 

I asked her to. A little farewell. One sister to another, I said dramatically. 
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She laughed and gave me a hug. I know Chitra’s your favorite, but don’t ignore me just 

because you both patched-up and all. Keep those letters coming. 

I can write you both the same letter. You’re living together soon! I’m so jealous. 

Stop casting an evil eye. Come visit us. Be a princess in Paris. Fred knows theater folk there. 

If Nandi knows I’m cutting deals to perform in Paris he’ll throw me out. He hates the 

English. 

Oh then he’ll love the French. And they’ll love him. Ils l'aimeront. 

Show off. I speak Brajbhasha. Beat that. 

Didi bowed her head low, her hands flanking her face. Then she slipped into the car. Her 

bags were packed and in the trunk. She was ready to go. She snaked her upper body out of the car 

window and said loudly, in Mother’s voice, You’re leaning again. We laughed. 

She raised both hands out of the car, laden with glass bangles, waving eager goodbyes. I tied 

poems to the fast-fading hands, doves seeking a new home in the infinite sky. They went downhill, 

the car, the hand, the doves.  

You’re a good brother, said the priest. My smile did not widen. It slipped from my face.  

Every life in my family was claimed by an accident. 

The door that Didi was leaning on fell open. Completely. Didi’s body slid out of the 

window and fell on the door which, stuck between her and the road, bashed her back and neck over 

and over. Didi’s feet were stuck under the ledge of the car roof.  

Chitra leaned towards Didi, both hands held out, her eyes wide, her mouth open. I didn’t 

hear her scream. 
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The tires screeched loudly. Perhaps the driver tried braking. But the car swerved this way and 

that as it went down. Unstoppable. The driver no longer in control. The loosened door went 

sparking down the tar road. Didi’s head got dragged on the road. The door outraced the car then 

went under its front tire. 

The car tilted, slid off the road. Beyond the curb, hurtling down a hillock.  

Didi, her legs still stuck in the car, flailed in the air. Like a loose tooth. Screaming. This 

scream I heard. A loud obnoxious sound. The car crashed into some place unseen.  

An explosion. The gas that fuelled the car ignited it. Didi and Chitra turned to the column 

of fire that rose sharp and high, crackling angrily, eating away the trees around.  

A patch of Didi’s torn trousseau draped a milestone. A few marigold petals torn off her 

garland lay scattered here and there. Her blood scraped into the tar. A fat hyphen in red. Smelling of 

rust. Locks of her hair stuck on top. 

I picked up the trousseau shred from the milestone. Spread it on my palm. Buried my head 

in it. But could not cry.  

I’m there. I’m not there. 

 

The priest returned with his cow. Both of them older. The creature’s limp more pronounced than 

his. His hair gone gray, the cow’s hide still white. He told me the story of the prince who made the 

stars shiver. He told me I must keep eleven days of silence. There were two death; would eleven days 

still do? He looked at me mournfully and I said nothing else. 
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I read from the Garuda Purana, The Hindu Book of Death: the Afterworld is a laboratory. 

Each soul inked with accumulated sins, desires, good deeds. When a new life whose conditions are 

conducive to the soul’s accumulated karma becomes available—poverty, as retribution for bad deeds; 

birth in a musician’s family so the desire of musical pursuit may be fulfilled; a specific genetic 

combination resulting in exceptional beauty, reward for good deeds—the soul is drawn into this 

earthly vessel. Afterworld to womb. With the precision of magnetic energy.  

As I shifted Didi’s and Chitra’s picture to the storywall, instead of picturing their new lives, I 

thought of the past lives of Mud and Milk. The good deeds they must’ve done in order to die early. 

To be liberated from this family. To not witness what I had. To not grow into cursed teens. What I 

wouldn’t do to switch places, to return to the port, to clamber onto the coracle in their place. To 

watch them scramble to the shore and look at me all tremble-eyed. To be dunked into the sea. To 

drown. If Mud and Milk were blessed with the prescient eye of the god they enacted before they 

died then as they seesawed on the boat in a stormy sea, they would weep not for their death, but for 

my life. 

 

I left home four days after the ritual ended. My train tickets were booked, my journey taking me to 

Bijpur where I’d join Nandi’s troupe.  

I sat in the prayer room two mornings before my departure, the door left open, my eyes on 

the empty altar. I heard footsteps behind me. Mother’s finger touched the little bells strung on the 

filigreed wooden door. The silence I sought was breached with painful tinkles.  
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You should’ve asked your husband to come, I could’ve gone away. He would’ve been of 

much better support. 

He wouldn’t have it any other way. 

Yes, he wanted some privacy with you. 

Not now, Shagun. 

Oh, I forget. He’s only the celebration sort. Not the funeral sort. Sobbing, burying a torn 

trousseau. Too girly for The Man. 

Shagun, please. 

What do you want, Mother? 

I’m okay with your career choice, you have my blessings. Just want to let you know. 

Oh no, you aren’t. You’re saying this only so you feel a little better. Nothing can take away 

from the fact that you were not there for her. Nothing can undo her death or Chitra’s. 

I looked askance. She was a block of silence in the corner of my eye. 

I never saw my granddaughter, Mother said. She pressed her fingers to her eyes and sobbed. 

Aarti. Aarti is dark. Aarti’s mother left her husband. My god, why see them and incur sin? 

You’ll never forgive me. 

Will  you forgive yourself? 

I’ve said what I meant to. God be with you. 

She walked away into the silence that was trapped between us after Didi’s death, and that 

persisted, after this fleeting dialog, until I left that day. The lump was still there in my chest, a fist of 

angst, that, I realized, no amount of hurtful words can unclench. 
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I tried again, to replace the bone-dryness in my eyes, the pain of it, with the comforting ache 

of tears, by reminding myself: of the ten days I’d no longer be able to spend with Chitra; of her scars 

that I’d touched; of Didi who would no longer be able to marry the man she wanted; she, who left 

so full of hope in her bridal trousseau, leaning out of the car, waving so happily— 

Just as sorrow came within reach, this last image evoked again the voice of my guilt: you have 

no right to be sad; you didn’t tell Mother, but you know don’t you, what you’ve done?  

I tried reasoning with my guilt as if we were traders involved in some form of barter.  

Did I know death would be the consequence of so harmless a suggestion? I will batter myself, 

all my life; but please, give me some relief. A few minutes is all I ask. 

But my guilt refused. You asked her lean out of the door, it chanted in my head over and 

over, until I pressed my fists to my ears. 

There was only one thing left to do. To run away. From the house I shared with them. To 

abandon myself to ancient characters so I’d close the option of living in my own head, of tinkering 

with what it contained.  

As I left, I stood again at the gate, aware that she was at the door, looking at me. I did not 

want this image of her, sad and waiting to be acknowledged, to return to haunt and taunt me. I 

turned and raised my hand. Our eyes met. Before my hands could cut the arc of farewell, she left the 

door, turning away from the goodbye. I stood there a moment, pressing my fingers to my palm, 

before plodding on to what the future held, the image of the emptied door, refusing to be wiped 

from my eyes. In the distance, the rumble of the sea waves returned. I’m there. I’m not there. 

  



232 
 

 

 

PART III 

 
In the wheezing wind 
breathing down the gaps in the roof 
listen for the notes 
of the arriving  
monsoon clouds 
then with your rowdy trumpet symphony 
tell us if they would leave our crops 
with a harvest-green blush. 

 
Monsoon Hymn, Elephant Song—II I 

Music – Raga Bagashree 
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{0}:{Your Highness Akbar} 

 

I recollect the morning we met, Shagun and I, and I wonder now if he did indeed observe as much 

of me as he says he did in his journal entry or if subsequent observations migrated back in time to 

latch themselves to our first meeting. 

What if I didn’t walk up to him that morning and begin a conversation?  

The week before we met I’d watched Shagun’s announce the play, Birth of Time, in the 

market square. He wore a Mughal costume and stood on the birdbath. He described the play with a 

rich flourish of his hands. Come watch, he said to the end. All right, your Highness Akbar, said an 

elderly man with milk-white hair and rimmed glasses who stood next to me. He bowed low and 

raised his fingers to his forehead in imitation of a court salute. We all laughed good-naturedly. The 

old man smelled of talcum powder. His eyes had something of simian mischief to them. As though 

he carried within him his boy-self all these years.  

When Shagun stepped down, the old man hugged him and patted him on the back. 

Something passed on Shagun’s face, a conflict, I thought, between two kinds of sadness, between a 

familiar twinge in his chest and an unfamiliar lump in his throat.  

Then, disengaging from the embrace, Shagun slipped swiftly into the cheerful tone of a radio 

host and repeated the date, time, venue of the play. I was intrigued by his ability to reorient his 

persona within seconds, from an experience of intense feeling to performance. 

How would he behave when he stepped away from the performance and into the aftereffects 

a performer experiences? I was curious to know. I had to know. 
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And when we met, he, incredible artist, charismatic Mughal prince, was present, not to a 

private emotion, not to the performance just finished, not to the public appearance of a performer. 

He was present entirely to my presence. Of course I became enamored as well. 

 

When I was a kid, on Sunday evenings Papa and I would play a game. We would talk referring to 

each other in third person; Papa would ask, How are Marc’s preparation for the recital next week, 

and I would respond, He’d like Papa to listen and share his thoughts. Placing ourselves in the third 

person, Papa thought, gives us a more balanced understanding of things in our life. 
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{I}:{First Desire} 

 

Time was born because of the first desire.  

The early hour wore the dark skin of the night sky. The lanterns of our audience, sitting in 

the open field, flickered in the mountain breeze, and behind them, in deodar woods, blinked 

fireflies. A gas-lamp burned to life and illuminated a giant egg-shaped frame wrapped tightly in satin. 

It sat center-stage, six of us sat inside. Nandi’s baritone began the play with the words: in the 

beginning, before creation, was the primordial egg, containing the unrealized seeds of life. The gas 

lamp was extinguished and, removing a wooden slat I picked up a lantern from under the stage and 

we passed it around in time to drum beats; our audience would’ve seen a buttery light move swiftly 

in a circle against satin. 

The hours spent convincing Nandi that collaborating with the National School of Drama 

would give our troupe a wider audience, the weeks spent corresponding with the school’s dean, the 

months spending preparing for the act, the fifty minutes spent performing the myth earlier that 

morning: the essence it of all was distilled into a single, spectacular image. A giant satin eggshell, 

light dancing within.  

Now, standing to the edge of the sunlit ground where a few hours ago sat our audience, I 

watched the stage get dismantled: a truck drove the eggshell away; the stage’s base of timber slats was 

pulled apart nail-by-nail; the backdrop, semi-circular, painted with the five elements, hacked at its 

base, shimmered as it fell.  
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A peacock’s call to its mate arrived on the crest of a breeze that whistled its way out of the 

woods, as though the tree barks were flutes and some giant were releasing into them his breath. 

I stood with my hands spread out and closed my eyes and meditated upon the play’s scenes. 

Time was born because of the first desire.  

The line rose, not from memory, but from behind me, not in Nandi’s voice, but in another 

voice, soft, nimble.  

He tapped my shoulder with one finger, then another and then with four fingers in quick 

succession, as if the blade underneath was composed of piano keys.  

A bloody good line, he said. And you, my friend, look like a sundial.  

I turned around and opened my eyes and took him in, all at once, and then, in piecemeal, 

parsing his beauty to its particulars: shoulder-length ginger hair curled at the tips; his nose a sharp 

marble ridge; afloat in his liquid eyes, irises in an unusual shade of blue. 

He extended his hand. Marc, he said. He wore a knee-length gray overcoat behind which, 

against his white t-shirt, his ribs stood outlined. He was long-limbed and possessed even in his 

simple movements the practiced grace of an acrobat. 

Shaking his hand, I looked to my shadow that provoked his remark. Yes, I said. 

That’s your name? How odd. 

Realizing I hadn’t repaired from the handshake, I withdrew my hand.  

What? No, why would anyone’s name be Yes? 

I had this friend back in London, said Marc, crossing his arms over his chest. Bugger’s dad 

was an English prof. Christened his lad The.  
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His tongue wasn’t navigating its way through foreign syllables learned at school alongside 

physics and chemistry. He was born into the language. 

I said, The gives nouns their specificity. The UK. The food-court. Maybe the name was 

symbolic. The dad wanted him to be a mentor, give others their specificity. 

Oh, blow. Much too complex for the hour. Ahem. Morning to you too, mate. You said yes 

after I said Marc. 

That’s in response to your comment. That I looked like a sundial. 

Your play was swell, he said. You spawned out of an egg with an orange face. Real swell. 

I became aware of a stickiness in my hand, the one he shook, and brought it to my nose. 

He said, Got your hand messy, did I now? Here’s the culprit. 

He extracted from his coat pocket an apple and bit into it and held it out, the red side facing 

me. I took it and turned it and studied the cave of cream-whiteness his teeth had carved.  

Apples do a first-rate job of rousing you from sleep, he said. Better than caffeine. 

He removed his coat and draped it over one shoulder and raised his hands and pressed them 

to the back of his head. His sleeves, pulled back, made visible the short ginger strands of his armpit 

hair.  

He said, Saw you in the market. That was one shiny robe you wore. Had my shades on, 

thank god. Ha! But credit’s due where it’s due. Now that’s what I call a clever idea.  

I told Marc I got the idea from Nandi who, a week before we were scheduled to perform in a 

town, walked through its market and picked up the mannerisms and lingo of the locals. He then 

announced our play at the market square, dressed in a mythic character’s robes, his body and mouth 
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exhibiting the borrowed language, this combination of an imaginary character’s clothing and familiar 

mannerisms and words intriguing our audience and teasing them into watching our performance. 

Ah. You’re a street theater chap. You’re not a student. I could tell. 

Anyone can. Nothing about the act or the market announcement screams typical student. 

Marc shook his head. You look like you don’t belong here. That you’re just passing through. 

Just my sentiment. You’re a tourist?  

Marc touched his cheek. I come packed in skin and eyes of a certain shade, I’m called Marc, 

so I can’t be Indian? That, my friend, is racial profiling. 

I was about to protest and point to the business of his accent, but became entangled again 

the detail of the shade of his eyes.  

My make-up man came up to us and tilted his head and I raised a hand over my shoulder, 

my fingers pointing backward. One end of the net I used to trap the fish man onstage was bunched 

in his fist, the other aflutter in the morning breeze. I took it from him and he tottered away, his 

hands clasped behind him. 

What just happened? asked Marc. 

He came to tell me he’s leaving and I said I’d see him later at the tents. 

Yes. That’s exactly how it happened. He told you stuff, you said stuff back. 

That’s what happens when you live and work together for four years. The gestures that go 

with the words are good enough. 

I raised the fishnet and stretched it out. Its threads, the blue of a peacock’s neck, glowed in 

the sun. Diamond-shaped shadows were cast on Marc’s sunlit face. I said, Yes! Now I know. 
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Congratulations. I still don’t know. Your name. 

I pressed the net to his nose. He widened his eye and contorted his face into a look of mock-

fear. The color of your eyes, I said. Peacock-neck-blue. 

He jerked his head back and laughter rang out of his belly in spurts.  

He said, That’s one hell of a complex name for someone’s eyes, man.  

Hooking four fingers to the net’s hooves, he lowered it slowly and said, Peacock-neck-blue is 

happy to meet— 

Shagun. Shagun Mathur. 

Now that’s stylish, so what if it’s borrowed, he said, clapping my shoulder. Deepening his 

voice, he said, Bond. James Bond.  

Who’s that? 

He regarded me with a look of surprise. The workmen had cleared the ground of the stage 

and the make-up tent. The durries where our audience sat were folded and stacked after they were 

dusted, leaving in the air a thin sheet of dust. Only the logs we lit earlier remained, reduced to a 

heap of ash, still smoking.  

Marc squatted with a hand on one knee, his laughter diluted now to a placid smile. We were 

equipped with the knowledge of each other’s name. I could associate the laughter-in-installments 

with him even if it exploded behind my back. I knew the precise shade of his irises. What did that 

amount to? And yet, it seemed to me, that morning, that we had exchanged the most essential 

tokens of information, not just about our pasts, the decades we’d lived, but about our futures too, 

those hours and afternoons and long thirsty dusks we were yet to leave our footprints on. 
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A vein throbbed on his forehead. The wings of his nose flexed when he drew a sharp breath. 

His chin rose and fell as he pursed and released his lips. A bead of sweat appeared on the side of his 

neck, grew heavy, then slid down his throat just as he gulped. He wiped it with a fist and looked up 

with shot-up eyebrows and I averted my gaze. 

You’re put up at the guest lodge? he asked, getting up. 

You know the school well. 

Alumnus. I’ll see you there tomorrow.  

Marc wrapped his arms around me. The hug we fell into was one of compromised heights, 

he bending forward, I standing on my toes so we could each set our chin on the shoulder of the 

other. I dropped the fishnet behind him. It fell at his feet in a clump. I held the fist that had his 

apple away from him and placed the fingertips of my free hand on his back. 

You trying to tickle me? The spine’s a wrong place for that. 

He shifted his head. His stubble bristled my neck. His breath exploded on my nape. Warm. 

Fever like. Smelling of apple. As if sedated, I closed my eyes and become aware of his body heat, 

swelling against my chest, my thighs. He moved his hand down my back, up my arm, leaving on my 

skin, a trail of himself, finger-shaped bands of heat. 

What happened next was unlike anything I’d experienced before.  

A sensory shutdown is the only way I could describe it.  

First the smells were gone: his breath’s fruity zest, the underlying musk of his sweat. My 

hand felt not his back, my body experienced no more his heat, his flesh, and for a moment I had the 
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distinction impression that he, Marc, was no more than a figment of my imagination, a pathetic 

creation of my love-starved mind.  

I snapped my eyes open and stepped back and his hands fell to his side and there he was, 

grinning like a boy, his hair teased by the wind, his body as much a material reality as mine.  

He said, You look like you’ve seen a ghost. 

I brought his apple to my face, its skin smooth, its smell milder than it was in the air from 

his mouth. 

My snack? said he. 

I’m hungry. 

You’re welcome, he said, and winked and turned, and running a hand down the back of his 

head, before I could thank him, walked away in a swagger that suggested comfortable more than 

confident, confidence that had turned to habit. His hands cut quick arcs on either side of his trunk, 

one shoulder blade jutting in and out, the other concealed behind his folded, bobbing coat. He 

appeared on the other side of the vapor of dust and, becoming aware perhaps of my eyes on him, he 

turned and waved before he pressed on. 

What had happened when we hugged? It was gone now, leaving me with sharpened clarity: 

the wind felt razor-edged on my skin, the scents it brought from the woods, impossibly swollen and 

made distinct—cedar and rotting pinecones, wet earth and shadowed moss. 

Thumbing his teeth marks on the apple, under which there now appeared a brown smudge, I 

took a bite and slipped the rest into my breast pocket and lay down, the net spread over my face, 
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drawing, with each breath, the fresh linen smell of its threads. With my eyes closed I remembered 

the play again. The second scene.  

Nandi said: The egg thought, I exist, but I exist alone. If only there was someone else. 

Incubated in the heat of loneliness, the seeds in the egg ripened, ready to spill out, to manifest.  

We moved our fingers on the satin surface. I ran a pen knife along the center and life 

emerged and leaped onto the stage: a human, a serpent, a lion, a raven, a fish, a dragon.  

Nandi said: with life came the need to keep an account of creaturely hours, to create, where 

there was a beginning, an end. Time was born because of the first desire.  
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{II }:{Glissandos} 

 

After accepting the offer to teach at the school for two semesters, a course on street theater narratives, 

as I walked back, wondering how I’d break the news to Nandi, I found, parked outside my lodge, a 

monstrous red Mahindra jeep, Marc leaning against it, his back to me, his hands folded behind him, 

a saffron string tied on his wrist. He wore a red kurta and nut-brown sandals.  

Marc, I said. 

He turned and smiled. A dot of vermilion sat between his eyebrows, crescent-shaped and 

thin as a spider’s legs. He said, I’d said I’d see you today. 

So you did. And here you are.  

I waited for him to say something, but he did not. 

You can pass off as kind of Indian today. Your clothes, and see, you’ve tanned some. 

There was to his staccato laughter—ha-ha, no more—the tension of a thought that he was 

both impatient and hesitant to express. He ran a foot up and down the calf of his other leg and said, 

There’s a craft’s exhibition.  

I see. Is that where we’re going? 

I’m singing there and I’d like it if you come hear me sing. He paused, took a deep breath, 

and said, Don’t be a pushover and come only because I’m here. You can say no. 

What are you singing? 

He blinked rapidly and his hands drew forms in the air as he spoke: a turbaned man holding 

the reins of a camel whose back was burdened with six gunnysacks swollen with red chilies and 
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marjoram, a woman watching man and beast crossing the sand-dunes at daybreak and, with a red 

sari drawn over silver hair, breaking into the departure song, a variation of which, Marc said, he’d be 

singing today. 

I’d like that, Marc. I’d like to come hear you sing. I’d like that very much.  

He squeezed his earlobe and smiled. 

A song in the crafts bazaar. Now it makes sense. Your clothes I mean. You went from Bee 

Gees to Tagore. (I pictured one of the Bee Gees stand by the Padma river, hair trimmed, beard dyed 

black, his fingers strumming not a guitar but an ektara as he composed Rabindra Sangeet.) 

You are racist, he said. He produced again his installment-laughters. Good. 

 

Marc shifted the gear-stick and backed his jeep into a parking lot in front of a terracotta arc under 

which was an open iron gate flanked by two wooden sentinels on red horses, their frockcoats and 

turbans painted green, their scabbards mustard-yellow. 

At the entrance was a woman in a long black gown, hair braided with white beads, bucking 

and gyrating to the beat set by a man who struck a goatskin tabla with stubby blackened fingers. On 

seeing Marc she bowed and brought her palms together. He wished her with a warmth that was 

indicative of a history between the two, nothing intimate, but a depth that went beyond the initial 

pleasantries because of the repeated exchange of such pleasantries. I smiled at her. She watched me 

with sepia eyes, nodding back, the little bells sewn into her head veil jingling. As though she knew 

something about me that I did not. 
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We walked past the wooden sentinels and took a mud path between tented stalls. Badgering 

hands tried to entice us with sandalwood boxes, ceramic dolls, paintings on palm leaves and camel 

bone, paper lanterns in peach-blossom, marble elephants with trunks raised, boats in glass bottles. A 

man appeared in front of me with puppets in pink and red. Only twenty for a pair, he said in an 

appeasing voice, holding out a bearded man with a cello, a woman with a billowing gown. A singer, 

his dancer, the two ready to tell their tales. I bought them. 

On reaching the amphitheater, Marc touched my elbow and said, Sit there, under the tree, 

that’s coriander, it’s green shade, see? That should keep you cool. He squeezed my shoulder and 

raced down a flight of stairs and entered a dimly-lit room adjacent to the stage.  

The seats were concrete slabs set in a semicircular arrangement, the stage, its backdrop a 

terracotta wall with white tribal figures painted along its borders, semicircular as well, the two 

together—stage, auditorium, artist, audience—forming a circle.  

I took the seat under the tree and moved the puppets about and made them tell a story from 

the Ramayana. On a loudspeaker behind me an announcement was made that the performance was 

about to begin. The percussionist, hugging a pair of tablas, and Marc, holding a harmonium, 

emerged into the pale light of the hour that washed the stage. He took note of the slim crowd 

gathered in response to the announcement. A smile hovered over my lips, waiting for his 

acknowledgement to descend. He caught my eye and nodded and I put the puppets away and smiled 

for him. 

He sat cross-legged before the harmonium. He began batting the mouth of the instrument, 

testing it, shifting his finger from one key to another until he found the note that matched the scale 
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of his song. And then, suggesting a beat to the percussionist, he teased notes out of the harmonium 

and cleared his throat and began his song: 

Return home, saffron-colored child/I wait for you by the door, my eyes on the road/the way 

cracked earth of our desertland/ looks at the sky/waiting upon the first dark cloud. 

The feverish movement of his fingers had to them an untamed, animal quality, and yet the 

music he produced from the harmonium had an evocative elegance, a carefully-maneuvered deftness. 

He tipped his head and frowned and sang, his mouth wide open. A vein on his sweaty throat 

bulged to prominence and looked like a river on a map. His British accent barely registered its 

presence in his Hindi.  

In his voice, a particular kind of suffering came to be fully realized: not longing in general, 

not a lover’s longing, not a child’s longing even, but the longing a mother felt for a child who 

undertook a dangerous journey. He evoked, with bass notes, a sense of devotional penance, with the 

high notes, the shaky nature of hope that must be held for long. 

He slowed his tempo down and in the last ten minutes sang with a folksy huskiness I 

wouldn’t have associated with his talking voice. Then he stretched his hand out and held a note for 

long and tapered into silence, the fingers of his outstretched hand slowly forming a fist. 

I felt like the air secured in his freshly-closed fist. I became aware of the glissandos he 

embellished the song with: notes in sophisticated combination of fours, uncommon to the simple 

structure of folk melodies. They gave the song a propulsive energy, a richness of texture, a depth. 
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The audience clapped. I struggled to gain control over my fingers, to bring them together, to 

applaud. When I met his eyes, fearing retribution, I found knowledge. A complete understanding of 

how his song held me suspended. 

After the audience left, I went and sat beside him on the stage. A trill rose from somewhere, 

something between temple bells and windchimes, and drowned the moment in its liquid melody.  

So. You’re a singer. 

No. I’m a matador. 

Argh. I meant by profession. 

The percussionist shuffled off the stage. Marc smiled. A dimple showed on his left cheek. A 

crescent carved on his pale skin. He shook his head. 

How come? You worry about your future if you walk down that road? 

It’s not my future. It’s my past I worry about. 

His father, Marc explained, was English, his mother a Jew. 

So you aren’t Indian at all. Liar! 

But I am! My grandparents migrated to India when Mama was three.  

Marc shared with me the history of his grandfather’s migration, interwoven with stories of 

old Jewish settlements in Bombay and Cochin, and though I listened with rapt attention so that I 

didn’t know who was native, and who foreign—though it is perhaps not possible anymore to 

understand our social composition in terms of such neat binaries—much of the knowledge, 

regrettably, was lost to me in the years to come, and any attempt to capture it would only result in 

an erroneous record.  
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His father, Marc said, was a journalist in England for a magazine called Plural London. He 

went traveling through countries recently freed of colonial rule, and he was, in the 1950s, working in 

India, in the states of Bengal, Punjab and then Kashmir, which is where he met Marc’s mother. She 

served as a freelance interpreter over the course of the interviews he conducted with refugees from 

across the border and Kashmiri Pundits who were considering migrating to Delhi. Their 

conversations, that entered the personal realm after they stepped out of the role of journalist and 

translator, were punctuated, as they walked down winding cobbled streets, with the clip-clop of 

patrolmen running single file, and were aborted on one occasion when an infiltrant opened fire, the 

two spending several hours, as the day darkened, huddled behind a mud wall, the explosions of 

bullets enflaming in brief spurts the dark night. They got married some three months later and 

migrated to London. 

After Marc turned three they started visiting Srinagar in the summers. Every morning, at 

sunrise, with his body wrapped in a rug, Marc sat to one end of a canoe while his grandfather’s 

manservant sat on the other end, rowing with lotus-shaped oars and taking them along old row 

houses, selling orchids that lay spread along the boat’s wooden rim. He sang for Marc sometimes and 

Marc remembered in particular the folksong about why paisleys appear on Kashmiri shawls and 

carpets. They’re the footprints of the goddess. Left on the forest bed. The shape Siva gave to 

Kashmir’s principle river, Jhelum, to celebrate his consort.  

One of the customers, Marc said, was a woodcarver. He gifted Marc a toy oar wood-burned 

with musical notes. Deep-sienna letters in the Hindi script carved into a teak-brown surface. I 
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pictured an old turbaned man with wizened skin and a white beard holding out the oar, his hands 

trembling at the beauty of the boy in front of him. 

The year Marc turned thirteen, the war of ‘65 took place between Pakistan and India, and  

Marc’s grandparents moved to Rajasthan.  

So Marc was thirty. Seven years older. 

And so in the summers, Marc and his parents now went to a sweltering desertland instead of 

the gentle-aired Srinagar. He did not see again his mother’s cottage and the glass bluebirds that sat 

on the windowsill, overlooking a river shaped like a paisley; he saw not the saffron flowers that 

blossomed in October and turned the hills purple. He did not ride again a canoe in which the 

orchids were drenched in old Kashmiri folk songs. His toy-oar became a relic that reminded him of 

four childhood summers spent in Kashmir. 

The percussionist came back on the stage and placed two cups of tea in front of us. 

Oh you shouldn’t have, Ram, Marc said. Thank you, you’re very kind. 

Ram pressed a hand to his chest and bowed his head. For you, your friend, he said and 

withdrew from the stage in quiet, backward steps. 

We sipped on the tea and continued to talk. When Marc was seventeen, for reasons that, 

once again, escaped my memory, Marc’s parents migrated from England to Rajasthan. 

And there, in the desertland, where gypsies cross the border and take their puppets out and 

tell their stories by bonfires, where troubadours break into folk songs in voices so husky that, in 

Marc’s mind, they had the texture of crackled pottery, Marc took a folk singer as his teacher.  

I still don’t understand, I said. Why your past doesn’t allow you to be a singer? 
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I learned music for ten-odd years from my teacher. Then I joined the school here. It 

interested me, how folk music can be used in performances, in stories. My ambition now is to fill 

these songs with my past. My stories.  

Like the glissandos you added today, I said. 

The four notes, he explained, were emotional containers for how he felt about the migrations 

in his family: his move from London to India, his summer home moving from Kashmir to 

Rajasthan, the loss of homeland his grandfather experienced twice over, moving out of Europe, then 

Kashmir, the homesickness his mother felt when she knew she’d never go back to Kashmir. 

I was reminded of a fifth grade classmate who, with a chalk, drew a line in the middle of the 

bench we shared to demarcate our areas. Every week, I’d find a new line drawn on the bench, the 

previous line, erased and faintly visible, so that my area of the bench stood diminished and his area 

was crowded with a collection of faded borders. 

I asked, So you work here, in Doon? 

For the railways. I flag trains in. A meditative job I’d say. Helps me reflect on my past, my 

many pasts. So I can distill them down to notes.  

He distractedly teased the keys of the harmonium. I tried picturing him in a mundane 

moment and the image that surfaced to my mind was of him spending the first hour of his day on 

the pot, night-pants bunched around his kneecaps as he scratched his pale, hairless thigh and yawned 

and reached for one of the magazines stacked behind him and flipped through it without looking for 

anything specific, the rustle of pages and the kaleidoscopic movement of glossy images a morning 

ritual that helped clear his mind.  
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What is it? Marc said. 

I said, Many pasts or otherwise, you’re essentially half-Brit. Impressive. 

I’m sharing a deeply personal story with you and that’s all you think about, man. You’re a 

bloody anglophile. You Indians are so confusing. Some hate us, some love us. Make up your bloody 

mind, man. Go on, wiggle your head like you all do. So I’d have no bloody clue as to whether or 

you’re nodding or shaking your head in disagreement. 

I tilted my head to the left, then to the right and said, Here’s an Indian nod for you, sir. 

Racist, we exploded together and laughed. 

A starlit night pooled over our conversation. He pointed at the puppets that I’d left behind. I 

collected them and pressed them in his lap.  

For you, I said. They are tellers of tales. One’s a parrot, one a looter. 

He frowned and smiled at once. He didn’t ask me what I meant. 

One day, they’ll tell us how Marc’s stories from all over found a home in his songs, I said. I 

quoted from a Tagore poem. Until then, let your dreams and your hours tide together and apart like 

moon and sea-waves.  

He peered at some distant point, as though watching my words take form there. That mystic 

trill  returned. Temple bells wedded to windchimes. A moment of wind-whooshed silence took over. 

And then the fused mass of voices of a bargaining, clamorous crowd came back. The moment was 

lost, its magic waiting perhaps to appear again as a tale told by puppets. 
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{III }:{ Jewish Migrations} 

For Shagun. The story you loved but forgot.  

In 1933, when the first attempts were made to boycott Jewish-owned banks, shops, and 

departmental stores, my grandfather migrated, with my grandmother and my mother, who was then 

three years old, from Nuremburg, where he owned a fashion boutique, to Cochin, his migration 

assisted by Mr. David Douk who had for some time lived in Cochin’s Jew Town, a line of enclosed 

single-storied wooden houses with terracotta roofs and cement porches in front of which ran a stone 

road and a drain that kept the water from logging even in Cochin’s torrential monsoons, and in the 

wake of what was happening in my grandfather’s homeland, the reception he received in India 

moved him, and in the evenings, when he walked with his wife around the community fountain, as 

he listened to the calls of the finches that preened themselves in and partook of its waters, he 

watched with a surge of gratitude the landscape of his new homeland: the unpaved mud roads 

outside—frequented, in the mornings by mahouts walking elephants to the river, and in the 

evenings by women in white Kasavu blouses and gowns who went to the temple, their silhouettes 

bobbing against the Malabar coastline where there arrived, on the crest of foghorns, ships with maps 

on their hulls: Australia, England, the Netherlands, sometimes faraway Americas and South Africa. 

My grandparents went often to the Pardesi Synagogue built by a community of Jews who 

were of Spanish descent, with whom Mr. Douk shared lineage, and where even now, as I would 

discover during my stay in Kerala, the Sabbath is observed, the Torah is read, and Rosh Hashanah is 

celebrated with fanfare, ancestral clothing, and ceremonial objects. He befriended several people 

from the Jew Town, whose ancestors, he learned, had fled to Cochin after the destruction of the 



253 
 

Second Temple. In later years, the king of Cochin had protected them from the Portuguese 

inquisition and had helped them establish the Jew Town. They thrived under the Dutch regime, 

establishing a Hebrew press, sending out, all over Europe, their liturgical poetry. 

Mr. Douk introduced my grandfather to a family of Baghdadi Jews who helped him 

establish, in 1936, a boutique in Bombay. He repurposed saris—Kanjeevaram silks, Gadwal cottons, 

pen-painted Kalamkaris—into gowns, skirts, dresses, gloves, scarves, and on occasion, into hats that 

became popular among the country’s English rulers. When one of his customers mentioned a desire 

to buy, in large quantities, Pashmina silks for a family wedding back in Essex, my grandfather 

traveled to Kashmir, and there, when one morning, he, my grandmother and my mother, who had 

by then turned six, were on their way to the lake, where a houseboat was waiting to take them past 

the historic row houses into an orchard where they could pluck, from the boat, apples from branches 

that had turned heavy with fruit, they passed a cottage, to whose walls were affixed slate tiles the 

color of cinnabar, whose slanting roof made of corrugated marble, and that stood darkened by 

weather and age. My grandmother opened the gate and walked in and stood under the wisteria that 

grew in the forecourt in thick, lantern-shaped clumps of lavender. 

She sat with my mother, leaning against the locked door, and for the first time since their 

migration, she spoke to my mother of her homeland, Antwerp, the Hebrew school she went to, the 

Hollandse synagogue in its Jewish Quarters against whose walls she first kissed a boy at the age of 

sixteen, the railtracks at whose edges she often stood in Spring, watching the rhododendrons, that 

grew between the railtracks, bend under the passing Adler train then rear their purple heads again. 
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Some six months later, they traveled back to Kashmir, and pausing in front of the cottage, 

my grandfather gave my grandmother a key and asked her to open the door, and when she entered 

the drawing hall, she let out a little scream of bewilderment, for she stood surrounded by the 

furniture of her childhood home: two cabinets, one a seventeenth-century chiffonier, a Sheraton-

style sofa and a chesterfield, four Windsor chairs and a teapoy, a secretaire whose drawers were 

locked; on opening them, my grandmother found in one a stack of postcards held together with a 

rubber-band—she’d sent them to herself from the places her father her took her to during her 

summer holidays. 

My grandmother’s father had, I told Shagun, transported the furniture to India upon my 

grandfather’s request. Shagun pictured the furniture standing by the sea, first in Belgium, then in 

India, waves washing their tiger-claw, lion-claw, eagle-claw feet, migratory birds perching on them, 

feeling an affinity with their air of exhaustion the furniture exuded, with the feathers their backrests 

came stuffed with, the wood they were made of—maybe the birds once built their nest on the tree 

the chair was made of, Shagun said. 

Soon after my grandparents settled down in Kashmir, dealing exclusively in the import of 

Pashmina wool to England and Australia, they went one year with Mr. Douk, who was single, to 

celebrate Rosh Hashanah in Calcutta where my grandparents became fascinated by the Magen 

David synagogue. It became for him, thereafter, an annual pilgrimage. 

India’s independence did not significantly affect my grandfather’s business, but it troubled 

him to see the partition and communal rife break another country he called home. The war of ’65 
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between India and Pakistan, whose brunt Kashmir faced, forcing thousands of Hindu Pundits to flee 

their homes. My grandfather, who was once victim, became witness.  

He undertook what would be his last act of migration and moved to Rajasthan, where Mr. 

Douk joined him, and together, for some years, they imported local batik fabrics with intricate 

hand-stitched motifs. A few years later, when I was seventeen, Mr. Douk moved to Israel, joining a 

significant population of India’s Jewish population that had migrated soon after the almost 

simultaneous emergence of Indian and Israeli independence.  

My grandfather retired and took to contributing occasionally to the Indo-Israel Review, 

articles that I found torn out of the magazine and filed, the edges yellowed, a thin line in the middle 

indicating he had folded them to punch even holes on the pages. He wrote about the Sassoon family 

that built Bombay’s first sea docks; he chronicled the history of the Bene Israel whose ancestors, 

believed to be one of the ten lost tribes—fleeing Palestine around the 2nd century to escape the 

persecution of Antiochus—were shipwreck on the Konkan coast, and although they continued to 

follow dietary laws, observe the Sabbath, and recite the Shema, other prayers fell out of practice as 

did the usage of Hebrew, and only in the mid-eighteenth century, when they moved to Bombay to 

work for the British East India Company, did the Cochin Jews discover and reach out to them, 

translating Hebrew books into the language they were versed with. Marathi.  

To my grandfather the celebrated story of India’s independence was the tragic story of its 

partition and he mourned the way it erased the country’s multicultural, pluralistic composition. He 

felt no more like a local but like the exile who belongs to no country. He fell into a depression 
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because of which he eventually suffered a stroke. And so my mother suggested that we move to 

India, and my father agreed, and in 1971, we left London and came to live with my grandparents. 

Included in the furniture that was delivered by my grandmother’s father were two Dutch 

tapestries, one of which is still on display in our home, the other one, along with the most of the 

imported furniture, relegated to a storage cellar, painful reminders as they were of two lost homes. 

The tapestry, a replica of the Tenture De La Dame A La Licorne, brings together motifs drawn from 

a variety of cultures: a red backdrop suffused with branches of flowers in blue, yellow, white, among 

which are positioned rabbits, dogs and tigers; a woman holding a mirror to a unicorn; a tiger holding 

a flag and flanked by fruit trees. It hangs in my grandmother’s prayer room that she relegated herself 

to after my grandfather died, and where she, now the only practitioner of Judaism in our house—my 

parents hardly religious, and I, who inherited two religions, following neither—keeps her ceremonial 

objects and a copy of the Torah. 

Any story that has been passed from one mouth to another is not retold; it is reborn, for 

what we pass on is a version of the original, a reshaping caused by our predilections. The farther the 

retelling travels, the further away it is from the original. The history of the Jews of India, that my 

grandfather collected, were not first-hand accounts but inherited histories, embellished with the aura 

of reverence one attribute to ancestors who were exiled from their homeland and who founded for 

the generations to come a home in another country. And I am another degree removed from his 

firsthand experiences as an exile, from his gathered stories, and my version of the story now sits in 

Shagun’s journal, amid his domestic and performative accounts, and by virtue of context, what 

stands out is one’s compulsion to marks their wanderings with markers: for Shagun it was the myths 
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he enacted, for my grandfathers it was the cross-cultural fabrics he produced, blending Indian and 

European textile to create wearable art: with Bauchari brocades—golden silhouettes of tribal dancers 

and trumpet players outlined in white—he trimmed English gowns; chintz stained with the Indian 

lotus and swans he blended with printed Flemish apples and vines and bouquets of flowers to 

produces summer scarves; himroo shawls that he bought from Bombay with peacock and parrot 

motifs he repurposed into neck warmers and gloves. 

Our immediate loss is too delicate, too raw, too painful for us to approach directly, and so 

we reach for older losses, drawn from a history we feel connected to, brooding over them over and 

over, when who we’re really mourning is ourselves. 

My grandfather’s history has the quality of not so much palimpsest, one layer emerging over 

another, but rather the quality of a tapestry: worlds and myths, experienced, borrowed from others, 

appearing one alongside the other. 
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{IV}:{Train Stones} 

 

The hills wore clouds caps and the pelt on their slopes seemed greener in that hour. The air had the 

early morning smell, a fresh clean taste that made me thirsty. Squirrels sat on cedar branches, their 

tails curved into question marks, groundnuts held in their paws, our jeep moving across their 

unblinking pebble eyes. Beyond the town’s outskirts, in the woods, flashes of speckled deer skin 

appeared, shivered, vanished.  

The jeep sputtered up a narrow, uneven dirt road along whose edges there blazed, in bursts 

of reds and violets, wildflowers that I wanted to pluck. When Marc turned the engine off, the jeep 

came to a gradual halt under a cedar. Taking my cap off I drew in a deep breath. The air smelled 

sulfurous. Marc ruffled my hair with a gloved hand. You’re welcome, he said. 

You expect a thank you? I’ll keep that in mind. 

English upbringing, he said. Manners, manners. Ever so important. 

Thank you, you racist. 

Nothing racist about being civilized. You’re welcome. 

You said it twice. 

Oh, my dear Shagun, when will you learn. The first welcome was sarcasm. 

He got off the jeep and looked about him with bloodshot eyes. He said, This place felt 

familiar even when I first got here. As if I played here as a kid. 

I said, You didn’t get much sleep? 

Can you feel it, he said, raising his hand and spreading his fingers out.  
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A vibration started to thrum under our feet. Hunching down, he collected a fistful of flat 

stones, and said, Watch. We sat down with his legs dangling over the edge of the hill crowed with a 

thick growth of ferns. There were railway tracks in a clearing below, and farther away were fumes 

slowly coiling upward.  

A whistle shot through the air. Smoke rose in a black cone above the roaring train that 

clanged its way out of a thicket of cedars at medium pace.  

Marc raised his hand in an arc above his head and swung it. The stone, thrown out of his 

grasp, cut a parabola-arc, struck the train and came back, like a boomerang, and he held his hand 

out and grabbed it. Twice more he flung the stone and it struck the traveling red cars and returned 

to his cupped palms. 

The train entered a moss-laden tunnel. Everything was still again. The hoot of the engine 

called from a distance. In the valley below, flat-roofed houses and tea gardens came into view as the 

clouds parted. 

The stone was stained in three places with the rust-red paint of the train. I have a collection 

of these, Marc said. With chips of the train. I keep them in a tin box. Each time I feel stuck when 

I’m working on a song, I give the box a solid shake. The rattle reminds me of all the journeys I 

made. It brings my past into sounds. 

Sometimes, I take out the stones and thumb the red and think of all the places the train 

must’ve been to. Some stones, I’ve chalked with names. Places I’d like to go someday. 

Give me a name. 

You go first. 
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With his legs still dangling over the edge, he lay down and laced his fingers under his head. I 

lay down next to him and together we watched the washed out sickle-moon in the early-blue 

morning light. We heard trees rustle, pigeons whine, we heard each other’s breath. In the valley 

below a quarrel began; the voices of three women reached us, a shrill jibber-jabber.  

I’d like to board a random train, get off at a station where the town’s name’s written in a 

language I can’t read. Stay there a while, slip away. So locals wonder if I really was there or if I was a 

hallucination, the result of their own unfulfilled fantasy of traveling. 

You were always a street theater chap? 

I haven’t been a wanderer all my life. No. I had a home until I turned fifteen. Dad was 

always away. Still is. In London. 

Where in London? 

I don’t remember. But I had siblings. We had childhood games. We’d act out the myths.  

Your memories are from one place but mine are from all over, Marc said. You’re not taken 

by the urge to just pause, collect the scattered pieces, to put them together. Give them a narrative. 

You’ve had a stable home and unstable physical house, Marc. It’s quit the other way round 

for me. Which is why I guess you feel empowered by past but I don’t. Look at how we practice our 

art: you want your songs to reflect your past, I want to erase myself completely with the roles I play. 

You can return to your hometown. Whenever you like. 

You can go back to Kashmir too. Or London. 

I can go to Kashmir but never really go back. What surrounded me as a child, it’s gone.  

I envy anyone who can go back. To a place or person where the past is just as it once was.  
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We remained silent for a while. We felt again the vibration under our thighs. He offered me 

a stone and said, Try. I held it in my palm. Its body was worn smooth by landslides and rains. 

When the train came, I hurled the stone, but it struck the train and fell down. I tried again, 

but to the same effect. The third stone, miraculously, entered the train through a grilled window. 

Marc grabbed my arm and pulled me down. Someone hollered an abuse, an indistinguishable slur in 

the hefting noise of the train, nothing but the anger it contained exploding our way.  

Marc said, What you don’t know won’t harm you. His eyes twinkled and I could tell he 

enjoyed the accidental destination of the stone. I pictured an old woman knitting a sweater, a stone 

landing abruptly on her bundle of wool. I smiled at the thought. Marc brought his face closer to 

mine. His breath warmed my chin. He moved his face closer still. I clutched a fistful of grass. I 

tipped my head forward. Our foreheads touched. I touched a white scab above his eyebrow, 

blending almost with his skin.  

And then my senses lost their sensation. Again. 

I was plunged in darkness and then the world refused to ring in my ears. Blinded by desire. 

Deafened by touch. A black so thick it would never know the taste of color. A quiet so bottomless 

that in it would drown every memory of sound. 

I gasped and sat up with a jolt. The darkness bled back into light, a pinprick expanding 

slowly, a black haze lingering on the edges of my vision for a while. The sounds returned painfully 

compounded in volume and detail. Bird calls, grass straightening, shirts rustling, distant quarrels, 

Marc’s breath: together they pounded my ears. I pressed my hands to the sides of my lowered head. 

Why was it that touching the one body I desired wrought in me this exquisite torture? 
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Marc had sat up, leaning back on his hands. His curled toes dented his shoes. His ears had 

turned red. He said, You all right? 

I thought I saw something move, I said, lowering my hands.  

It’s safe here, don’t worry. 

Is it? Didn’t you say no one comes here? 

Did I? It’s true though. I know about it only ‘cause I saw these tracks as part of a field survey. 

The other in the survey, they don’t come here anymore? 

What are you worried about? 

What’s that noise, like something’s bubbling? 

He pointed at the fumes, rising faster now, a cloud’s rapid ascent. And then, a jet of water 

tore through the smoke, shot high up in the air, a column breaking at its tip into a flower, each petal 

of water, iridescent in the morning light.  

I said, Hot water springs? 

Boils and boils inside and when the pressure becomes too much to bear it bursts out. 

Sounds violent, I said, getting up, dusting my pants. Let’s get back? 

Always in a hurry to lock ourselves up in that room, aren’t we? Care to gather a story?  

He rested his elbow on my shoulder, pointed to the tracks and said, Those were the first 

meter-gauge tracks to be laid in the hills. 

Wasn’t Shimla the first? 
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The railway engineers weren’t too sure if their tracks would sit well in the Indian hills. You 

know, the rocky landslides here and all of that. So before risking the life of their own officers they 

laid test tracks here and sent locals on it to see if they’d hold. That’s how the story goes anyway. 

Back when they though the earth was flat they’d put madmen and derelicts in a ship 

thinking they’d fall off the earth’s edge.  

Want to take a look a closer look? 

We walked sideways down a damp grassy slope in measured steps, our knees bent, our hands 

held out flat by our side. When we were almost at the foothill, our pace quickened and we ran down 

and came to a halt between the railtracks. Marc placed my hand on a track and his on top of mine 

and made me caress it as if it was a serpent and he a snake charmer teaching me how to rouse it from 

sleep. They were smooth and hard, warm still from the friction of passing train wheels.  

Don’t do that. 

Marc withdrew his hand. Why? 

They might be dirty. What we should do is to leave coins on these tracks and wear them in 

our neck after they’ve expanded under passing train wheels.  

He did not respond. His eyes were set at some point beyond me. I followed his gaze and saw 

a bluebird lying motionless between the tracks.  

Marc went and kneeled in front of it, his back to me. His shoulders rocked up and down. I 

went and sat in front of him. He cradled the bird. His face was lowered, his chin dug into his neck. I 

hesitated a moment and then leaned forward and hugged him. He pressed his forehead to my 
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shoulder but didn’t relinquish his hold of the bird. His wobbles diluted gradually, and minutes later, 

he was perfectly still. I leaned back. His head lolled onto my hand.  

He was reduced to a boy in his unguarded state of sleep. His hair was warm against my palm. 

As I fixed my gaze upon his wet, sun-washed face, I was taken over by the sensation that Marc and I 

now became part of a still life, two figures huddled between railtracks, a dead bluebird in his hands, 

his head in mine, a moment we were meant to occupy only briefly committed now to permanence 

with oils to a canvas. Forever Marc would rest, forever I would watch upon his beautiful repose. 

The bird opened a button eye, as if the warmth of Marc’s hands had brought it alive. It 

blinked at me, my face in its pupil, here now, now gone. It stirred, its talons, its beak, scratching his 

palm. Marc groaned and awoke and squinted. 

He saw the bird writhe in hands, and sat up. We watched it with bated breaths, desperate, it 

seemed, to keep its struggling wisp of life from leaving. 
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{V}:{Untitled} 

 

Nandi gulped down the tumbler of cold water I gave him, sat down on my bed, and unknotting his 

turban, wiped with it the sweat on his neck and forehead.  

Will you stay here tonight, with me? 

Everyone’s at the tents, Shagun. How can I? How could you ask? You should’ve stayed with 

us. But I understand. You have a role to play, work to do with the school.  

I squatted in front of him and placed a hand on his knee. 

He said, I hope I won’t find a stranger after six months. 

Six months from now I’ll be performing with you in Benaras. Just like old times. 

He smiled. You say old times like you’ve been with us for decades. 

These four years are my most important.  

This feels like a farewell. 

I can ditch this offer and leave with you. If that’s what you want. 

He placed a paternal hand on my cheek. Even the idea of leaving makes you sound 

disappointed. What use do I have a heartbroken Draupadi, a sad emperor? 

Don’t you see what this could do for us? The contacts I could make, the tricks I could learn? 

Whatever you did for our play with the school—who you used from my troupe, who from 

here—I didn’t question you once. 

And look how the act turned out. Word will spread. It’ll bode well for our troupe. Trust me.  
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It isn’t your caliber I question. But we’re a wandering troupe. We can’t have someone who 

wants to become rooted travel with us. 

I’d be a bigger asset to our troupe when I return. 

Your intent to return is all that concerns me.  

I leaned forward and touched his feet. He clasped my arms and held my gaze, and then, 

nodding, rose and left the room. I was disturbed by his notion—his certainty—that I wanted to stay 

back. He was a keen observer: he missed nothing, saw nothing that wasn’t present.  

Going into the anteroom by the reception, where guests could make calls, I phoned Marc.  

Marc said, Just the man I was looking for. I’d figured you’d gotten bored of meeting only me 

so meet me with my friends this evening.  

I thought of Nadir, of Saaya, and felt something slip away. Inserting a finger into the slot for 

the number six, I turned the dial all the way round and held it there. My eyes welled up. 

Marc tapped his receiver. Earth calling Shagun? 

I removed my forefinger and the line bubbled as the dial turned and stopped with a clink. 

What’s going on? Something tells me you aren’t too chipper. Shagun? 

On hearing my name in his voice, in that register of concern, I broke down. 

Good grief. I’ll come get you early. So you and I have some time. That sound okay to you? 

Yes, thank you, Marc, I said in between my sobs. He did not hang up. The sound of his 

breath in the receiver slowly calmed me down. 
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Marc lived in a colony of yellow-colored brick houses that were rented out by the government to 

senior state employees who, in turn, sublet portions out to bachelors like Marc.  

Two flights of stairs took us to cement-floored terrace on which was Marc’s studio. Under a 

lamp outside his door was a blackboard chalked with his full name. Marc Wyndham. Hill jasmine 

grew out of three pots and snaked onto wooden armatures nailed to the parapet wall, olive-green 

leaves and white flowers that released their fragrance by night.  

A man walked a boy down the road, their pinkies locked, the boy, in uniform, with a 

schoolbag saddled to his shoulders, a pace behind the man who wore a striped shirt and black 

trousers, a file under one arm, his other hand holding a lunch carrier. 

Three girls, in the same uniform, cream shirts on brown frocks, ran past, giggling, breathless, 

and the boy stopped short and pulled at the man’s hand who pushed his glasses up with his 

forefinger and followed the boy’s gaze and watched the girls who were now running faster down the 

road, heads thrown back, their untamed laughter audible, their bags and water bottles slapping 

against their bodies. The girls turned round the corner of a building and were gone. They stood 

there, boy and man, their eyes trained on that corner, their faces, unmasked of routine, alive to the 

moment. Then, the boy squeezed the man’s hand and together they trudged down the road, their 

faces handing themselves over, again, to their separate thoughts. 

He should let the boy come back with his friends, I said. 

Marc said, Perhaps. Do you want to go in? 

He opened the door for me and I stepped in. It smells good in here, I said. 
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Lemongrass. Incense, spray, candle. Different forms, keep the scent consistent. Mama’s trick 

to keep a house smelling good. 

On a narrow mantle, woodland creatures sat precariously close to the edge, a stoneware 

gazelle, hedgehog, and elephant. Under the window that overlooked the back alley was his desk, and 

on its sill, an ceramic owl, looking out. 

What do you think? Marc said. 

No wet towels on chairs? No old takeout boxes on the floor? 

Well. I compose my music here. Not sure I’d call it home yet. But it sure is my sanctuary. 

Separated from the hall with a curtain was Marc’s cot, and tucked underneath, his 

harmonium. On the wall above were numbers pinned to a corkboard and under each number were 

sheet-notes, some notes crossed, some written over. There was a folder with folksongs on his bedside 

table, the lyrics written in Hindi on ruled paper, each piece numbered, the numbers corresponding, 

perhaps, to a composition on the corkboard. On his pillow was a tin-box full of train stones. 

Can’t say I’ve seen folk musicians use sheet-notes, I said. 

I learned the piano from Papa from the age of six. Out of habit I compose songs on sheet-

notes and a keyboard before playing them on the harmonium.  

He walked up to the corkboard, and with his back to me, said, Besides, they’re so pretty. 

Merely writing them inspires new compositional ideas. 

His bedroom, if I could call it that, contained a different smell. It smelled of his body. The 

scent a ripe fruit hits you with when you open the door to a closet where it’s been kept locked for 
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hours. He imbued the front room with an excess of the lemongrass scent, I thought, so his smell was 

kept private from his guests. 

You receive a lot of visitors? I asked. 

I’m not running an establishment. If I do fall on such desperate times, you, my dear Shagun, 

shall be appointed madam. Word. Don’t pull a face now. I don’t receive visitors. Only the three 

friends you’ll be seeing today, now yourself. Crux of the biscuit is I am, if you will, available. 

I wanted to bring his pillow to my nose, to run my face along the length of his mattress. If I 

initiated an exchange of gestures, I knew, there would be no need to steal his smell from his sheets or 

slips; I could inherit it from his skin. His pores would douse me with his perfume. I stood there 

fidgeting with my hands, incapable of making any move. 

What are you thinking? he said. 

Is that a story? I pointed to the image printed on his sheet: a bear dancing with a girl. 

Beauty and the Beast? Haven’t heard of it? Now if roles were reversed it would be our story. 

Prince and the Savage. 

Very inventive. 

 That’s who you are. Savage princess. On stage and off of it. And I can be nothing but a 

man. Now. Indulge me. Pick a number one to twelve. 

Six? 

Tune number six it is. 

He draped my hand over his shoulder and held my waist and pressed my body against his. 

We danced in his room to the tune he whistled, his eyes on the sheet-notes. My thighs burned; I 
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didn’t know if the heat belonged to his body or mine. My forehead grazed the tip of his nose. I 

timed our breaths: breathing in when he breathed out. I made myself pliable and he led me through 

the room, to one end, then around the bed, his foot, on occasion trampling mine. 

Inevitably, what I hoped wouldn’t happen began. Beginning this time with a loss of sound. 

My ears deaf to his whistling, his whistling lips visible still to my eyes. Disengaging myself, I 

laughed, said, I appreciate your attempts at civilizing me Mr. Wyndham, but— 

Is something the matter, Shagun? Something you wish me to know? 

I need to use the restroom. 

He turned to the window and went quiet. His shoulders tensed and I was certain he’d 

demand an explanation—what sort of absurd behavior is this, what must he make of it, surely it 

cannot be coyness, not after the many times we’d met, not after he’d seen me begin to engage, time 

after time. The moment for questions, I knew, couldn’t be endlessly postponed, and when it came, 

I’d not be ready to meet him, response in tow. 

Facing me again, with a grin, he said, Restroom? What for? 

Marc! 

Just don’t fool with yourself in there. 

That’s pleasant. Never mind. 

Come, come, I’ll show you before you fowl yourself. Ha! 

In the bathroom, built behind his studio, a single switch turned two naked bulbs on, one 

over the shower area, cordoned off by a small cement ledge, and one over the toilet whose tank 
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carried no stack of magazines. There was no mirror. On the sink was a glass with a single 

toothbrush. I pictured placing my toothbrush leaning against his, the bristles touching. 

Marc set a pot for tea and opening a cupboard, pointed to a tin box from which I took out 

salt biscuits and set them on a plate. He poured the tea into five cups and I mixed sugar in them, 

spoon clinking against ceramic as we stood quietly in his kitchenette. From the window we saw a 

pair of red finches perch and preen themselves on a TV antenna I hadn’t noticed before. 

We placed the tray of tea and biscuits in between four mattresses that formed a rectangle on 

the wooden floor, each covered in a pastel orange sari. His friends arrived before the cups stopped 

steaming: the engine of a car was killed, four doors were opened, then shut, and their thumping 

footsteps led them up, and to the door. Marc hugged them and made introductions: a couple, JK 

and Tia, who looked younger than Marc, and David, who kept a dowdy moustache and an unruly 

mop of hair. He wore a black leather jacket and brought with him a guitar. 

Marc told us about you, nice to see you in person, Tia said. 

He told me nothing about any of you, I said. 

You’re subtle, Marc said. 

And you’re not-nice, JK said. 

Exactly, you’ve known them for longer, I said. They weren’t even there at your performance. 

What performance, David gasped. Marc, you mutt. Why didn’t you tell us? 

I’m confused, said Marc, blinking at me. Who’s complaining? 

We laughed. Tia pulled out of her boat bag a packet of samosas wrapped in a newspaper that 

was smudged with oil. She took a cup off its saucer and emptied into it a packet of mint chutney. JK 
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went into the kitchenette, got himself a straw, and with it he drank his tea. When he noticed me 

stare, he explained, So my spectacles don’t steam up. They inhabited Marc’s home with a sense of 

ease that even he did not seem to possess. 

As we ate samosas and sipped on tea, I received vignettes of introductions. They were all 

Anglo-Indian. Like Marc they lived away from their families. They met once a fortnight at Marc’s 

home. They lived separately but came here together. 

I cleared the cutlery and sitting in the center, leaning over a blank piece of paper, Marc drew 

for them the notes of the glissandos of the desert song he sang and told them what they meant. 

David said, How about you, Shagun, when you perform, can you to personalize your art? 

I said, Myths have all sorts of morals. The audience knows this. They’ve heard these stories 

in their childhood, seen it dozens of times on TV, at local school performances. They expect us to 

keep those morals intact. 

There are endless variations of the Ramayana, JK said. Authors add or change stuff.  

Tia said, I read a story in which after Rama banishes his wife to the woods she meets Ravana. 

That’s the demon Rama kills! said David, looking perplexed. 

He’s now a musical sprite living in the woods. He tells her she shouldn’t shun her body just 

because her husband banished her. She’s inspired and accepts him as her teacher and expresses 

herself through music. 

I said, I did meet storytellers and performers who use the myth’s familiar story and characters 

to deliver social messages on, you know, on gender inequality, caste issues, corruption. I once saw a 

Ramayana set in modern-day India. Rama fights for India’s freedom but post independence he gets 
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none of the allowances the government promised freedom fighters. In the meanwhile Ravana 

kidnaps his wife to Pakistan.  

Marc said, Your troupe doesn’t do that because? 

Nandi, our chief, he’s a traditionalist. That he let me work with the school is a miracle. He 

read the script six times to make sure we didn’t deviate from the myth. 

Well, now you’re with the school. This is the place for you to experiment. 

JK asked me what my first role was, and when I said it was Draupadi, Tia said, How do you 

take on a woman’s emotions? 

Oh but they are my emotions. I become her when I perform. Her emotions become mine.  

Marc said, Abandoning yourself all together? 

Like having a hallucination. Only, I remember the hallucination. And I trigger it. 

Tia said, Enough talking. Marc, I want you to sing us the desert song. 

Marc sang and played his keyboard. I performed for them scenes from the Draupadi story. 

David strummed his guitar for us and we sat around him and listened. JK and Tia made potato 

fritters which we had with ginger tea. 

Later, when it was past midnight, they lay spread across the floors and mattresses and shared 

silence and the warmth people generate when their lives rub together. I stood in the balcony by the 

fiercely fragrant scent of the hill jasmine, the flowers glimmering in the moonlight. Marc switched 

the lights off, lit a few tallow candles, and leaving the window and the door open, walked up to me. 

I wouldn’t have been able to articulate myself the way I did tonight if not for the nightlong 

conversations I had with Nadir and Saaya as rickety busses took us on pothole-ridden roads from 
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one village to the next, as bonfires crackled on village outskirts where mosquitoes feasted on our 

bodies, keeping us awake, so that we turned to the refuge of our stories.  

Today, in the company of Marc and his friends I’d found another kind of belonging. I felt, if 

not fully removed, at least distanced from the anxiety I’d felt after Nandi left. I was yet to begin 

teaching. My life as a wandering actor was, for a while, in abeyance. These in-between hours now 

felt free, and if committed to canvas, they’d be best represented by the title Untitled. 

I said, Thank you for having me over, Marc. This really feels like a sanctuary.  

You’re learning your manners. Good man. Don’t mention it. 

Close by, as crickets launched into a chorus, and the scent of the hill jasmines thickened, 

Marc hugged me, and resting a cheek on his shoulder, I closed my eyes, and allowed myself just a 

few moments of his bodily warmth and bony hardness and his hair and its ginger smoothness and 

smell. A few moments. Pleasure in piecemeal. That was all I could have. 
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{VI}:{ A Sham} 

 

The mid-semester evaluations were positive: my freshmen wanted to, for their end-semester project, 

write short plays that blended contemporary and street theater narrative styles to retell a myth. 

One day, towards the end of the class, a week after I had, to trigger their imagination, 

drawing from the conversations I had with Marc’s friends, assigned them stories that were retellings 

of religious fables, I said, Think about the setting. Must we pluck these characters out of their woods 

and palaces and bring them to our concrete buildings? If viewers recognize current social ills in those 

old times, will it not give those problems a greater depth? Just a question for you to consider.  

As they jotted their thoughts down, Marc appeared at the door and said, Class time up!  

He wrinkled his nose, bent low like a hunchback and waving one hand tremulously, he said, 

his voice quivering like that of an old man, Out you go, children. Mummy is waiting for lunch. 

Some students cracked up, the rest restrained themselves to a hesitant smile. 

I said, What are you doing, Marc? Will you wait for me in the cafeteria, please?  

He wiggled his head like a stringed puppet and my class burst out laughing. I opened my 

mouth. He left before I said anything. I looked back at my class. They fell silent at once. I couldn’t 

stop myself from assigning them a ten-minute writing prompt just as the class was about to end. 

They looked at each other, and their wristwatches.  

I know we’re out of time, I said, But surely we can spend another ten minutes for theater, for 

which we’re all here? If you think otherwise you’re free to go.  
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I crossed my hands and looked at them evenly, ashamed of giving them an option that I 

knew, given the way I’d framed it, and the power dynamic we shared, they wouldn’t exercise. But no 

one steps in to mock my classes, I thought, and no one laughs at such attempts at mockery.  

In the cafeteria, Marc sat facing the window. I sat quietly in front of him and watched him 

look out the window, a shadow double of his nose drawn over his cheek, the window reflected in his 

liquid eyes, his double formed on a pane. In the presence of Marc and his twin I experienced a slow 

secretion of my anger, a throbbing peace filling slowly the space it vacated. 

I met his reflected eye and he snapped out of the trance and leaning forward and clenching 

my hand, he said, You cross with me? 

I thought you were funny. 

Your tone suggested otherwise. 

That’s just for the class. So they take me seriously. I winked. 

Performing even as a teacher I see. They’re kids. It’s okay to goof around sometimes! 

They did rate my class highly.  

There you go. Humor them. Bring them a cake. I know just the place. 

Marc took me to a bakery that was seventy-five years old, a dark wooden edifice with tinted 

windows and slanting roofs. It filled the street with the smell of freshly-baked bread. We ordered a 

butterscotch cake and then sat out on wrought-iron chairs under an umbrella in green and white 

stripes. Marc bought us coffee and cheese bagels.  

I said, I never had this before. It’s delicious. 
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You’re twenty-three and never ate a cheese bagel? What else must one expect from a 

barbarian. Don’t shake your head like that. The horror is all mine. I sit with a boy of plebian tastes 

as yourself. Well. Of the Indian food you nibble on, which one’s your favorite? 

I shrugged. I guess I don’t have a favorite. 

He said, Classic, Sham. Always turning to the epics to turn away from yourself, ay? 

Did you just call me a sham? 

Very well. Ignore what I said after that. I didn’t call you a sham. I called you Sham. Your pet 

name. Sha from Shagun, m from Mathur. Equals Sham. Am I precocious or am I precocious? 

I lowered my eyes, looked away. He shook my shoulder. What happened? Why so quiet?  

We left the bakery and Marc drove onto a dirt road laid out between wheat fields. Workmen 

in khaki overalls cycled towards us single file, a factory chimney smoking behind them against a pale 

ocher sky. Clinking their horns they broke into two groups and leaned forward and peddled to our 

left, to our right, chanting the name of Krishna in low, gruff voices. A breeze swept through the 

fields and the stalks shivered and lowered their mustard-yellow heads. The workmen fell into a single 

behind us and cycled with their hands held out. The sounds of rolling cycle chains and crunching 

dirt turned faint. 

We left the dirt road and joined the traffic on the highway, and driving past a chain of 

roadside shacks that sold automobile spares and supplies, slowed down and braked outside a dhaba, 

the jeep’s engine resounding against the buzz of speeding vehicles.  

You’ll love the food here, said Marc, killing the engine. You’re a rabbit. That restricts your 

options. But. You’ll have a favorite dish by the time we’re done with this meal, I promise. 
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I bobbed my head in cadence to his word. He got out of the jeep, walked over to my side 

and opening my door, thrust his fists on my seat, framing me between his arms. 

Out with it, he said, his ears gone red. Your silence is bloody killing me. 

I lowered my eyes, closed them, isolated myself from his gaze. Gave myself a moment to give 

what swelled inside my chest a form in coherent language. I said, No one’s given me a pet name 

before. Even as kid I was Shagun. Nothing less. But I always wanted to be something less.  

I didn’t look up, didn’t see what passed over his face. His breath upon my neck was the only 

sound, but it gave nothing away. He lowered a hand and let it linger on my cheek. Then, he stepped 

aside and I got out and we stood by the highway, passing trucks whipping our hair, leaving with a 

whoosh. He smiled and I remembered Mother smiling at me one evening when the crisp air after a 

summer shower drew her out of her room and she sat with the twins on the porch steps. I bit into an 

apple and a tooth that had been loose for a while got lodged in the fruit. My sisters laughed. Mother 

leaned forward and plucked the tooth out and said, You’re brother’s becoming big, girls, soon he’ll 

no longer be a boy. Milk ’s laughter wore down to a hesitant expression and Mother smiled, a sun-

washed smile like the one Marc wore as he said, Are you a baby? 

Why’d you say that? 

You asked for milk! Oh well. I’ll get you a bottle of chocolate milk. And you, Sham, keep 

that welcome handy. You’ll love what I show you tonight. 

I watched him walk into the dhaba, corrugated asbestos its roof and walls, waiters with hand-

towels thrown over their shoulders pottering around the coir beds set outside where people sat cross-
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legged and ate late lunches or early dinners, a steel plate held close to their face, their fingers tearing 

at bread or rolling rice and an oily curry into balls that they popped into their mouth.  

What would Mud think, I thought, if she knows I said her twins’ name, not hers? 

 

We waited for the train and ate our dinner in the dark. Between Marc me, in unwrapped tin foils, 

lay a spread of cottage cheese in tomato gravy, fried okra, yellow dhal, buttered Indian bread. They 

steamed and streaked the air with the smell of roasted chilies and mustard.  

The ground vibrated. Then there was the whistle, a single note held for long. It absorbed 

into itself the hundred other noises of nocturnal animals, restless insects, night birds. The train 

arrived, preceded by a bright cone of light, wheels thundering over tracks, some cars dark, the barred 

light spilling out of grilled windows in other cars, revealing the engine driver shoveling coal into the 

kiln, two women eating lemon rice out of the same plate, a man throwing a baby into the air. 

When the train became a bygone brightness, Marc held my head and turned it the other 

way. As if one light triggered another, in the hills behind us, amid tree barks, fireflies came to life 

and torched the darkness with their bodies. They seemed like stars in motion: I could trace their 

flying bodies with my fingers and form shifting constellations. A dancing Great Bear. A marching 

Centaur. Beyond our awed darkness, beyond the tracks, the hot springs exploded, burning the quiet 

with smell of sulfur. 
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{VIII}:{Didi Visits Ken} 

 

Marc opened my cupboard, put the clothes I’d just folded inside, and began ruffling through the 

folded shirts and hangered trousers.  

I said, Now that’s not being very nice, going through my stuff. 

Bull, he said, and because his face was inside the cupboard, the word came out sounding 

hollow, and for a moment, I pictured standing at the mouth of a cave and calling out to sage 

meditating deep inside its stone belly, and the sage, angered at losing count of his rosary, saying, 

from inside, Bull. I burst out laughing.  

What’s so funny, he said, poking his head out of the cupboard. I added his confused 

expression to the mendicant’s face and laughed louder still.  

He pushed me onto the bed and leaned over me with one hand clamped over my mouth, the 

other holding both my wrists above my head.  

Until you share, you can’t laugh, he said.  

With my eyebrows I pointed to his hand that sealed my lips. He removed his hand and ran it 

down his jacket. Wriggling my hands free of his grip, I described what I’d pictured, sat cross-legged 

and shut my eyes and said, Bull. In a deep Buddha-voice. 

He struck my forehead with his knuckles and said, There are nuts up here. Treasure that 

Chip and Dale will root for.  

Chip who? 

He said, Oh god, never mind, let’s go. 



281 
 

My face solemn, my eyes closed, I said in a deep voice, Bull. 

Drop it will you, it’s not funny anymore, he said, clinking his keys in my ear. 

But where are we off to, I asked, opening my eyes.  

You rags are all boring, he said, pointing at the cupboard. We must get you something for 

Retro night. It’s at this new disc they’re opening couple weeks from now.  

Will they play Rasputin? 

We can request for it. I’ve heard Abba’s the rage now. How do you know your music and 

not the fairytales and cartoons—no Beauty and the Beast. No Chip and Dale for Christ’s sake. 

No James Bond. 

Now, now, you can’t say James Bond in the same breath. Sean Connery and Roger Moore 

would be highly offended if they know you filed Mr. Bond under cartoons and fairytales. 

My sister—the one who lived in Paris—she loved these songs. The other one played 

Rasputin for my birthday.  

Chitra? 

The uncles and the aunts, oh they went wild on that one. You should’ve seen their kids, the 

faces they pulled. God, it was so long ago. I was, what, ten? Can’t say I’ve been to a party since. 

Well, now you will, he said, holding his hand out. I took it and he pulled me off the bed. 

 

Those are the gaudiest pair of clothes I just bought, I said, as we left Connaught Place, Doon’s 

colonial-era strip mall, the name taken from Delhi’s oldest shopping district. 

Not gaudy not retro, Marc said. 
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Let’s go there, I said, pointing to a shop that sold British memorabilia and imported toys. 

Marc sighed. Go on, be an anglophile. But be one in a hurry, please. 

There were trays full of Victorian trade-cards on the countertop, table frames inserted with 

black-and-white photographs of British officers and their wives, pamphlets from the East India 

Company, ceramic dolls in ball gowns, hardbound editions of Conrad, Dickens, and Foster, 

perfumes in colorful glass vials, Yardley soaps, paper fans and silk gloves, satin gowns for girls five to 

seven. One doll in particular drew my attention: he wore black shoes, a black frockcoat and a black 

bowtie on a white silk shirt. His ginger hair looked real and his eyes were so blue. 

I want him, I said. 

That is Barbie’s beau. Ken.  

He looks like you. 

That, I assure you, Sham, is not a compliment. 

The woman minding the shop lowered the newspaper she was reading and looked at us. I 

couldn’t agree more, she said, putting the paper away, wrapping her silver hair into a bun, and 

stepping out from behind the counter. Leaning a ladder on the wooden showcase, she went up, took 

Ken out and handed him over to me. She said, You like him, he’s yours. 

Dusting his frockcoat, I looked at him, wonderstruck. 

This was precisely my expression, Marc said. When I was a kid and Papa bought me candy. 

Leave the boy be, the woman said, laughing. Don’t you see how happy he is? 

She wrapped the doll for me in tissue paper and Marc, offering to pay for it, said, But I had 

no hand in selecting it, you hear! 
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Outside, I took Ken out of his wrapping and held him at arm’s length and smiled at him as 

we walked. Marc said, This is most embarrassing. Put him away, would you? 

He took Ken from me and put him back his wrapping. 

I said, Can I call you Ken? 

Don’t even think about it. 

You call me Sham and I can’t call you Ken? Play fair, white boy. Ken. 

Sham, no!  

Ken, I hollered, and took to my heals, and he chased me, out the mall, into the sunny 

parking lot, where I looked back and yelled, If you can’t get me before we reach your jeep you can’t 

touch me.  

We weaved between the parked cars, our plastic bags slapping against our elbows, and then I 

saw his jeep and go to it before he did. He came up behind me, huffing, panting, hands on his hips. 

Oh, Marc. You’re too refined to outrun me. 

Collecting his breath, he said, Don’t dare bring up Ken before our friends, savage princess. 

Word. Only because you’re white, I said in an obsequious voice. 

You must obey me. 

Racist! we said in chorus. 

Storm clouds gathered above us as Marc drove us back. The daily had predicted monsoon’s 

first shower and relief from sultry weather and sticky skins. Marc parked outside his building and we 

sat in the jeep, four shopping bags at my feet. David pulled his car in, parallel to Marc’s, and lowered 

his window. He was clean-shaven, his hair cut short, his guitar-bag slung across his shoulder.  
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A bangle seller lumbered up the road, holding on his shoulder a rack of glass bangles. Tia 

called him and he placed his rack on the hood of Marc’s jeep. When a cloud moved, the bangles 

glistened with sunlight, casting, on our faces, shifting iridescent dots in blue and green. Then the sun 

was gone again and we heard a thick rumble.  

Tia bargained him down to ten rupees, and accepting the sum, he tucked it into his 

waistband, wrapped his wooden rack in a blue plastic sheet and, hoisting it over his shoulder, he 

drew the other end of the sheet as a hood over his head and off he went down the road, the loose end 

of the blue sheet flapping against his arm.  

As we strode up the stairs I slipped the bangles down Tia’s hand and savored their glassy 

jingling. Tia, JK and David waited in the balcony by the hill jasmines, the dust on their leaves 

waiting, it seemed, to be washed off. Marc and I went into the kitchen and brewed tea with honey 

and lemon, filling the kitchenette with the smell roasted sugar and damp salt. 

I said, When we were kids, well, Mud and Milk, they just stayed kids…so we’d go buy 

animal candy. Real pretty. Pink, red, yellow candy shaped like elephants, peacocks, mice. They’d be 

piled in this big glass jar and we’d point at the ones we wanted. That bird, uncle, this mouse, uncle. 

Marc laughed. The Indian tick. Every older man’s uncle! 

And every woman’s aunty! So he’d dip his hand in, move it around, go, This one? This one? 

The candy would all click against each other. We thought it was a game he played with us. And we 

liked him. We made up so many stories about him. 

Why’d you remember that now? 
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I don’t know, the smell of this tea we’re making, the thing you said earlier today, about your 

dad buying you candy, Tia’s bangles going clink-clink.  

That must be it. Sound, music, the way they trigger memory, like when I listen back to a 

song, I go back to feeling just the way I felt back then, when I first listened to it. 

I took the tea out in a tray and set it on the parapet wall. Because I was a slow at drinking 

hot liquids, by the time the shower started in earnest, the rest were done, and ran in with their 

emptied teacups dangling from their pinkies, saucers held upside down over their heads, and I left 

my barely-drunk tea outside and ran in. Rainwater plopped into my teacup, brimming it over, bands 

of brownness sliding down and collected in the saucer. 

Marc lit a lantern and told us about the new disc. 

JK said, Marc’s going because of all the remixes they’ll play. That’s his thing.  

I said, Well, Marc doesn’t simply repackage an old song, some beats and tunes thrown in so 

it sits well with what everyone’s listening to now. He adds notes that give the song a sort of personal 

meaning. We were just talking about how music is so bound up with memory. 

JK said, What does that do for listeners who don’t know Marc or his memory? 

They must’ve experienced the emotion he’s trying to capture. Loss. Homesickness. Anxiety. 

The notes he adds, they triggers those memories. 

Marc said, And that’s reason viewers connect to your plays too. They’re archetypal. 

Exactly. I see your point, JK. Remixes also want to connect the audience to an old song. But 

the way remixes do it and the way Chitra does this are totally different. 

Who’s Chitra? Tia said. 
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I was taken aback. I said, I meant Marc.  

But who’s Chitra? Tia said , in a teasing voice. Now don’t you cheat on our Marc and break 

his heart. 

I waved my hand. My sister, I spoke to her today so her name must’ve just slipped.  

Marc regarded me with a look of astonishment. I shook then hung my head. In the 

meanwhile, David opened his guitar case and took out a pipe and a drawstring bag.  

Tia scowled and said, You promised to keep it away. 

It’s the first day of monsoon, don’t be a killjoy, David said as held the glass of a lantern with 

a tea towel and carefully unscrewed it. He placed it down and it rolled on its side. He turned the 

knob of the lantern. The flame leaped and filled the room with the pungent odor of kerosene. He 

opened the drawstring bag, and with his thumb and forefinger, extracted a block of coal which he 

dropped into the bulb of the pipe that he held over the flame. 

I know exactly why you’re coming to party, Tia said.  

What do you mean? I said. 

David raised his eyebrows, his faced covered in its own shadows. He tipped his pipe my way 

and winked. Flares shot up from the bulb. He took out a folded tissue paper from his guitar bag and 

took from it a pinch of what I later realized was opium and sprinkled it on the coal blocks. The 

room filled up with a sickly sweet aroma. He wrapped his lips around the pipe’s mouth and took in a 

deep drag. With a frown, he released the smoke through his nostrils.  

I said, You never said all this goes on here. Is that what David’s going to do at the party? 

Don’t play coy, Sham. As if your theater tents don’t turn into ganja dens by night. 
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Not Nandi’s troupe. This is the first time I’m seeing all this. Thank you very much. 

Stop talking about me like I’m not in the room, David said. 

He thrust his pipe in Tia’s face, said, Tell him why I go to the party. Tell him I have needs.  

Tia frowned and squeezed her nose shut and waved him away.  

Back off, JK said and slapped David’s hand. The sizzling block of coal fell out of his pipe and 

on to the floor, where it lay smoking, a smoldering orange ember. In the moment of tense silence 

when JK and David glowered at each other, I thought a scuffle would ensue, but when the ember 

died with a hiss, David’s expressions sobered down as well. 

It stopped raining a short while later. The breeze had stilled. A moth wove closer and closer 

to the flame, the fluttering of its wings audible in the hush that had descended over the room. I 

cupped the flame with my palms to keep it from harm. The flame seeped through my flesh, and the 

bone of each finger seemed framed in a lucent tunnel of orange. I had the impression that I was 

being watched by someone from outside the room. I looked up, and pressed against the dark 

window, illuminated by my flame-lit flesh, I noticed with a start, was Didi’s face, pale in the 

nighttime darkness, her expression being that of concern or deep absorption. 

She turned from the window and I got up and walked to the door. A sheet of water had 

accumulated on the terrace, and in the still air it had acquired the glaze of glass and reflected the 

moon and the starry night. On the other side of the street stood, not the line of houses that were 

supposed to be there but the fringe of a forest, trees with thick barks, the branches above like 

brushstrokes in a still life, and in their midst, stood Didi, wearing a black sari, beside her the twins 

and Chitra, all of them holding lanterns close to their faces, on all their faces the same expression, 
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concern or deep absorption. I heard the crunching of leaves, and from behind my sisters, Marc and I 

stepped out. I held a copper vessel heaped with dirty laundry. My sisters strung their lanterns to 

naked tree branches, and turned away, their hair, swelling like the gown of a dervish, colored golden 

by the lantern light before falling back and dissolving in the darkness. Together, they ran into the 

woods, a pack of civilized wolves, dragging with them a reluctant Marc who turned and looked at 

me with imploring eyes. The wood became blurred and so did they, a charcoal sketch erased with a 

damp fist. My eyes did not well up; they, instead, seemed to accumulate moisture like a window on a 

cold morning. I pressed my wrists to my eyes.  

A hundred times, when I stepped off the stage after an act and turned back, I’d seen myself 

on stage: not me, the character in my body, eyes barely discernible behind the slits in the mask, or 

face colored blue or orange, surrounded by smoke from the torches. In intensely living characters day 

after day, the line between our reality and performance was bound to blur so we never paid much 

heed to such occurrences that were intrinsic to of our occupation, not a hazard, something we in fact 

took pride in. 

As I stood with my wrists pressed to my eyes, however, what I felt was a burning shame. And 

fear. They were no accidents were they? Two I led to the boat, two to the car. How would I finish 

off Marc, their eyes that I’d silenced seemed to ask. The thought ran through me like a jolt, an idea 

turned to a physical sensation. My hands felt cold against the skin of my eyes.  

The conversations rose and fell behind me like the tidal wave. Marc and our friends were 

looking my way, talking about me in low voices. Opening my eyes, I saw a line of houses illuminated 

by moonlight, windows darkened, behind those windows, I thought jealously, people sleeping 
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blissfully. What if they knew that for a moment in my imagination their homes were replaced by a 

forest in which lived my sister’s demons, where they kidnapped Marc, left me watching helplessly? 

I went back in and took my place by the lantern. After some time, the power came back, 

filling the room with the thick yellow of bulb light. I shuddered as though woken up from a dream 

of a freefall. Air from the whirring fan snuffed the flame out. The moth flew up, higher, higher still, 

in spirals, in search of the bulb. It found instead the blade of the fan and fell to the floor. The soft 

plop of a corpse by my knee.  
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{VII }:{Lucky} 

 

Marc’s and David’s vehicles were the first to pull in to the disc’s parking lot. The manager greeted us 

with scissors. Our first guest must inaugurate the place, he said, bowing low, a fake gold tooth 

shining in the canopy’s spotlights.  

You should, I said, taking the scissors and giving it to Marc. 

The rest of us stood behind Marc, palms inches apart, waiting for the jaws of the scissor to 

close in on the red ribbon.  

We went in clapping, and a press member had us pose, with our arms thrown around each 

other, against a tangerine-orange wall, rough-textured and illuminated with accent lights. 

This picture goes straight from tomorrow's daily to my wallet, David said. 

Why hide it? Mine goes up on the wall, Tia said. 

Inside, crushed electric-green sofas stood against satin-blue walls. Beneath the smell of the 

lavender room-freshener was the smell of fresh paint. The deejay, his dreadlocks draped over his 

shining black shirt, two buttons of which were open, revealing a thick steel chain, suspended from 

his spindly neck, waved at us an LP record. Abba’s Dancing Queen. 

I felt overdressed in my purple shirt with colored bubbles and tan-brown leather bellbottoms 

and looked with admiration at Marc who was at ease in a sparkling red shirt, black boots, tight black 

trousers, and a belt with a Harley Davidson decal on a steel buckle the size of a playing card. He 

slicked his hair with brilliantine into a pompadour. His linear form with its long-limbed elegance 

lent itself fluidly to the gaudy costume.  
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Affecting a cocksure swagger—shoulders swaying, thumbs tucked into trouser pockets, 

elbows poking out—Marc walked to the dance floor, his boots clip-clopping on the shining 

Formica-finish floor. He swayed his hips and raised his hands above his head. He was the only one 

up there, and the orbs of pink, orange, yellow lights that swept over him, seemed to be courting him. 

He wore a slight frown that lent his face the allure of unattainable. He turned this way and that, his 

sideburns, shaped into boots for the occasion, extending to his jowls, standing out. How, I 

wondered, did he inhabit his body and his mind so fully? 

When the guests started trickling in, he got off the floor and sat next to me, legs spread out 

and stretched, a hand placed on the back of the couch, above my shoulder. The smell of musk and 

sweat rose from his armpit. 

Why’d you stopped dancing?  

Now that everyone’s here the music will start and I need silence to dance. 

Now that is peculiar, Marc.  

I can’t bear to see dancing get all the attention while music cheers from the sidelines. 

I can picture you dancing by yourself at home. With a broom. 

No, I won’t call that clichéd, why would I? Home doesn’t have atmosphere.  

You want to dance at a disc when no one’s watching and when there’s no music? You’ll 

dance a ton in this lifetime. 

Marc started sniffing my face, and I said, Marc, what are you doing? 

That is the smell of sarcasm. Sort of weak but you’ll get there. 
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After a pause, he added, Can’t think of a comeback, ay? Here’s what you should say: but 

surely you know sarcasm’s too subtle too smell? You are half-English aren’t you? 

We laughed. David looked restlessly around as the young crowd, most of them from the 

drama school, some of whom were my students, sprang out of their couches and to the dance 

floor—hairs slicked and streaked, bodies reeking of cheap deodorants—when Eddie Rabbit crooned, 

I Love a Rainy Night.  

Every now and then they sprinted off the dance floor to tilt stemmed glasses over their lips, 

vodka or gin cocktailed with orange juice or lime and vinegar before they ran up the six glass steps 

and returned to their dance. 

Side tables were stacked with colored square papers and ball-point pens and guests wrote 

their song requests down and called for waiters and left them on satin-draped trays. 

David had his eyes locked on a girl sitting by herself on a green fauteuil. Her hair fell to her 

shoulders in a wavy tumble. Crescent-moon earrings bobbed against her long neck as she rocked her 

head to Stayin’ Alive, a necklace of turquoise chunks falling over the yellow sleeveless dress that 

extended to her thighs.  

David got up, rubbed his palms together, blew a puff air at his fist. With a flick of forefinger 

and middle-finger, he swung out of his back pocket a neckerchief, a silk in cadmium-red with blue 

polka-dots, and tied it around his neck. He tapped his chest and walked up to her, hips and 

shoulders swaying. She saw him, turned away, tuned her hazel eyes back on him. 

He spoke to her with a lop-sided smile. He held his hand out and she placed her palm in it 

and his fingers tightened around the back of her hand. She thumbed her necklace, watched him with 
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a tilted head, a natural blush rising to meet the crimson rouge on her cheeks. A few minutes into the 

conversation, she pointed to a group of dancers on the stage. He said something, and she laughed, a 

hooked forefinger held in front of her mouth, teeth gleaming under the thick red smear of lipstick. 

He leaned forward now, and without letting go of her hand, placed his other hand on the back of 

the fauteuil, his body squaring her in. She looked from the arm behind her to him and lowered her 

head. He whispered in her ear and together they went to the dance floor. 

Elvis Presley’s Jailhouse Rock played. They went to opposite ends of the floor and leaning 

forward, they trotted towards each other, arms swaying back and forth in front of them. They stood 

side-by-side, a hand to their waist, their forefingers pointing to the floor, then to the ceiling, moving 

diagonally across their bodies. 

What kind of a dance is that supposed to be, I said to Marc and he rolled his eyes. 

To the end of the song, they moved back and forth, foreheads touching, holding hands. On 

the final beat their backs touched, her high-heeled foot pressed against his calf. 

There was a roar of applause from the others on the stage. The girl cupped her hands over 

her mouth. Marc said, The rest don’t seem to share our sentiment. 

With a hand on her shoulder, David looked at the deejay and hollered, Something romantic 

for us young couples here, chief! 

Marc said, What horseshit. David’s not young. 

I said, Standing with that college kid sure doesn’t help him look any younger. 

Tia said, Stop it. Both of you are such divas I tell you. 
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David raised his hand and as the lights dimmed I saw his erect thumb and clapping hands 

silhouetted against a smoky blue incandescence. Billy Joel’s She’s Always a Woman to Me played.  

Mist smoked the stage, thick with lavender perfume. Tinsel was scattered on the bobbing 

heads and a dim light cut across the floor, revealing flashes of promiscuousness—rouge-cheek, beard-

cheek touching, lipstick-moustache kisses. Onlookers sat up and emptied shots of vodka or whiskey 

and asked for more, please, some more. 

Red light slashed the floor and I saw David run his nose down the length of the girl’s cheek. 

She laced her fingers around his neck. Darkness came, then came light in blue. She slipped her hand 

into his shirt, the people around them blurs.  

She steals like a thief but she’s always a woman to me, Joel sang. 

He’s lucky, Marc said.  

Warm fingers touched my shoulder, slipped down my arm. A booted leg ran up my calf.  

I waited: for the disc lights to be silenced, for the music to darken. For my body to turn deaf 

to Marc’s touch. But nothing happened. I panicked at the anomaly.  

Pink light. David grabbed her waist and pulled her closer still, their thighs packed tightly 

together. Darkness. Joel sang, The most she will do is throw shadows at you, but she’s always a 

woman to me. Red light. Wretched red. I hate red. Her red mouth on his. Darkness.  

I want to be lucky too. We can be lucky. Marc’s breath burning my neck. His voice reduced 

to brittle thinness. Fragile glass. Ready to splinter if touched with a finger. 

The deejay played an instrumental version of the song. No lights swept the stage. The tinsel 

floated around, caught in the spotlights above the bar table. Marc inched closer. My thigh burned 
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against his. My upper arm throbbed in his grip. His lips swallowed the rim of my ear, gave them the 

soft moist touch of his tongue. Lucky, he said. Hoarse voice. Colored red. 

The lights came back, darkness to dimness to full blown yellowness. Marc shuffled away. His 

fingers released my arm, leaving behind a dully throbbing pain. Someone began clapping. The rest 

followed, some standing on the sofa, applauding with hands raised above their heads.  

This is what he comes for. Marc’s voice, normal again. 

I said, Oh is that right? Nervous as a boy caught masturbating under the sheets. 

You embarrassed? That’s absurd. Everyone was watching. 

I half-smiled. A reflex of my lips. 

Why are you looking at me like that, Sham? 

His eyebrows shot up. His blue eye flickered like a bulb screwed loosely in its socket.  

Inching further away as though I reeked of some foul bodily fluid, he said, I’m too proud to 

have done it if I felt you’d have taken it ill. After a pause, he said, You look like you’ll be sick. Stay. 

I’ll  get you some sparkling water.  

He rose and surged forward and mingled with the crowd. 
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{IX}:{Under Arrest} 

 

There are those whose timing is off. If I’d met Marc when I was a boy, living in my hometown, he 

would’ve clapped with the twins when I played disgraced princes, he would’ve, one Saturday, held 

me back from running home with my sisters, and my craving, for Mother’s absence to turn to 

presence, would’ve been bleached by a degree. Dismissed from class because of some prank he 

played, he’d stand outside the classroom window and pull faces at me until I laughed and my teacher 

would throw me out as well, and he and I, two princes of one free afternoon, would walk through 

the fish bazaar, fiddling with baskets of baubles and tunas. I would’ve shown him the photos Father 

took and we’d stand and piss together in a gutter, the cheap thrill of the act curing me of my shame. 

He’d come home for a sleepover, sleep in Chitra’s bed. We’d talk about what the lighthouse revealed 

in the room above. After going to high school, Paul, Senior, Bitch Bags would awaken me to, not 

neuter, desire. I’d seek him out, and we, Marc and I, boyhood friends, would burn with a new 

condition, arriving, on the other side of the fever, as partners prepared for the routines of domestic 

life. Instead, I met Marc now, after experiences had deepened into lessons and filters. After I was 

touched on my cheek by two cold fingers. 

When Marc was at the counter, buying me sparkling water, I got up and made my way to 

the door. Tia watched me with emotionless eyes. I’ll be back, said I. Nothing flickered on her face. 

Marc was taller than those around him but as stood there with his back to me he seemed like a child 

struggling in an adult world. Outside, I hesitated for a moment, cringing at the thought of Marc 
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stooping short and staring at the spot where I sat, now emptied, the leather cushion depressed, the 

backrest wrinkled. I left. 

A half-empty bottle of vodka sat in the parking lot, cap missing, the clear liquid trembling 

when a car backed out. I guzzled it neat. My first taste of alcohol. I scrunched my eyes shut, 

puckered my lips, ran a hand down my chest, coaxing down the heat that burned my gullet, that had 

to it a taste that was the smell of bathroom cleaning acid. 

Walking away from the fluorescent halos of the disc, I entered a two-way street, lined with 

streetlights on the road-divider. A stray slept in the middle of the road, sluggishly wagging his tail 

each time a fly landed on him.  

Before entering campus, I flung the bottle against a brick wall and to the sound breaking 

glass, turned and trudged on, arms crossed, holding my shoulders, the enemy territory, my body, 

becoming a source of safety, the only solid, consistent presence through the people who, because of 

me, died, those who abandoned me, those on whom I turned my back. 

The lane that led to my lodge seemed different in that hour. Daylight, bright elsewhere, 

barely grazed this road. But it absorbed and reflected back every ion of moonlight, as though each 

speck and block of tar was afflicted, by night, with a desperation to reveal its innermost character, so 

that the air above the street burned with a viscous liquid white that so frightened me that I ran until 

I reached my lodge, whose gate, to my dismay, was padlocked. I clambered up the compound wall, 

and as soon I switched sides, my head reeled and I fell into the garden, crushing a patch of 

hydrangeas, nicking myself above my eyebrow. I got up, and without dusting myself, entered my 

lodge at whose entrance the watchman was nodding off on his chair, his hands resting on a baton 
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held erect between his legs. Getting into my room, I peeled open my clothes and slipped under the 

sheets. The moon was framed by the grilled window and looked like a convict.  

I was unable to sleep and a nerve above my right eyebrow started to throb and I woke up and 

punched out four Aspirins and popped them in and downed them with a whole bottle of water.  

The pills knocked me out and I fell into a dream of mixed memories: Paul and Viren 

drowned as Didi and Chitra sat on the beach and waved to them and continued talking about Paris; 

the scene turned to an oil painting that Mother painted as she spoke in the manly voice of Nandi; 

the wall behind her shivered, became a curtain that rose, revealing Marc and me, animals on-stage, 

whiskers painted on our faces, claws on our fingers, the Geeta Dutt song Mother listened to on her 

radio, playing in the backdrop, punctuated by Hey, Shorts; Marc paced the stage, a nervous walk 

that broke into a rapid run that turned him into a moving mass of light until soft grass sprouted 

under his feet; when he stopped he had Chitra’s face and I was by her side; Chitra looked up and saw 

a bed suspended in the air, a figure lying limp under a sheet, a hand removing the sheet to reveal 

Father; his body broke into a thousand pieces, turned to the shards of Krishna’s broken idol; light 

wedged a gap amid the shards, thickened, blinded the dream out. The word Sham poked at the 

edges, became louder, insistent: Sham, Sham, Sham! 

I opened my eyes, shut them, opened them again slowly and frowned and blinked, my vision 

adjusting to aureoles of daylight around a white smudge. I rubbed my eyes with my fists.  

Hangover or nightmare, asked Marc. He mopped my forehead with his handkerchief, he 

pasted a band-aid on the nick above my eyebrow. 

Both, I said, nursing the band-aid on my forehead. 
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Have some coffee, he said and held out a lidded steel glass and took the saucer off. Whorls of 

steam brought into the air the inviting scent of caffeine. He opened the balcony door and stretched 

his hand in the morning light and yawned.  

Realizing, then, that I was naked under my sheets, I said, Marc, how did you get in? You 

need to give me a minute. 

Because of last night? 

I got to put some clothes on. 

Prove it. The sheet. Get rid of it. Oh don’t give me that look. I’m only messing. Let me in 

when you’re done. 

He went out and closed the door behind him. I wore my clothes from last night, discarded 

by the bed, mud still caked to knee-cuffs, the shirt smelling of sweat. There was in my mouth a salty 

taste as though the sea was sending me its breeze. 

On opening the door I found Marc standing by the window on the landing, staring out. I 

called out to him and he turned and blinked at me uncomprehendingly for a few seconds before he 

shook his head and waved at me with great enthusiasm as though we’d bumped into each other quite 

unexpectedly on the street. We stood in the balcony and looked out. 

Marc said, When I got up to get you water— 

I didn’t ask for sparkling water. You decided I wanted it. 

Marc stared at me a moment. Fine. Let’s take this direction. Why’d you get drunk on the 

sly? I could’ve gotten you what you wanted. 

Why’s everyone holding umbrellas? 
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What? 

Look, everyone up there on the main street is walking under umbrellas. 

Look up, the sky, it was raining like seconds ago. 

But it isn’t right now. They can open them whenever they want to. 

Are we to have a senseless conversation or talk about what we know we have to talk about? 

Have it your way. You could’ve been lucky last night. There were so many girls. 

When you’re done playing Pretend shall we play Knock, Knock, Who’s There? 

What’ve you got in mind: true love? Please. All you wanted was a good fuck.  

This is an awful way of talking things out. 

Thought you want straight to the point. 

I want to know why you left the party. 

No, you want me to tell you that I didn’t leave because of you so you feel better. 

With a rumble the clouds launched into a drizzle that turned, within seconds, into a full-

blown shower. 

Still curious about umbrellas, wiseguy? 

Yes, I’m the one you should be mad at. I’m the one who messed it all up. 

Did I? 

I didn’t leave because of you ok? That should be a balm to your entitled White self. 

Didn’t you start on me with your bloody privilege twaddle. When we go racist, you and I, 

it’s both of us gloving what we really feel and you bloody know it. 

At least you credit me with some intelligence. 
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And you credit me with none. You call me Ken and then drool over him— 

That’s wildly unfair. 

When you, Sham, you get closer then back off because god knows what’s bloody going on in 

your head, you think I feel nothing, man? Hope offered then snatched away every bloody time? 

Here it was, the moment of inquiry, washed up my shore at last. So delayed. But I still didn’t 

know how to respond. 

I said, Oh so now’s the time you lay it all out, keep all cards close to your chest and show 

them when the time’s just right so I can be turned villain of last night. Well played Mr. Wyndham. 

All I want is a good fuck? Is that what you really believe? You think hurting me will make 

whatever’s bothering you go away?  

I’m here for a year and then I’m gone so let’s not fowl things up, ok? 

Hop along and throw yourself into roles and you’ll forget you pushed your happiness away: 

is that your plan? Then you have another thing coming. It isn’t what I did last night that you hate. 

Hate’s a strong word. 

Let me finish! It’s yourself you hate for loving me then behaving like an arsehole.  

The silence in the room turned charged. He came and held me against himself tightly. That 

was harsh, I hope you’ll be able to overlook that, he said.  

After a few minutes, both our heartbeats softened. I planted tentative fingers on his back.  

He said, You don’t hug, you tickle backs. We had this conversation before. We stood in the 

balcony, holding each other as it thundered and poured behind us. 

 



302 
 

There’s a game I play when my terrace gets flooded, Marc said.  

He held his hand out. I took it and together we walked his water-logged terrace. The sky had 

cleared by now and ripples ran through the reflected starry sky under our feet. 

Marc said, I pretend I’m walking the sky. The trick is to not look at the buildings and street 

around. Only look at the sky below. After some time, it starts to feel real, like I’m really up there. 

Then I imagine I’m looking down at myself. From all that distance. It helps me think about stuff 

that I find hard to think about otherwise. 

We reached the parapet wall and turned and stood there with our eyes to the water until it 

stilled. A few jasmine flowers floated about Marc’s ankles. 

Marc said, When you called me and broke down I didn’t ask you what happened. Not once. 

You speak of your sisters to David and the gang like they’re still there. You should’ve seen your face 

last night. As if I’d attacked you. No, don’t look up. Eyes to the reflection. What I, what we want, it 

isn’t something we see everywhere. It’s hard to learn from example. But the problem’s really 

something else isn’t it?  

I brought his hand to my mouth and was about to kiss it. 

Don’t. Know when your plays become truly powerful? When a viewer discovers something 

of himself in a character. He may not understand the irony. That the connection happened because 

of the remove—watching other characters in other times, places, costumes, manners. That who he 

understood, really, is himself. 

I nodded. 

Until understanding comes about we must keep our distance. You see? 
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I pictured our relationship stripped of its tokens of intimacy. In being chaste we’d hold an 

essential part of us at bay. Instead of being confrontational that morning, if I’d been pliable and 

patient—it was my fault after all to have walked away abruptly—things may have continued like 

before. A warm rush of tears stung my eyes. Hanging my head, I said, Sorry, Marc. 

Let’s say no more. Let us take a walk. 

We landed each foot softly, immersing it in water, a circle of ripples extending away from 

our ankles, through the reflected darkness, the scattering of stars, the waning moon to a corner. For 

long , we walked, hand in hand, to the soft plopping sound of our footsteps pacing the liquid sky. 
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{X}:{ Secret Visit} 

 

Only after Marc wedged between us the distance of flesh did I force myself to consider the 

ramifications of what was happening to me in the last few months.  

The clinical approach that had helped me in Magpies was harder to come by; emotion and 

Marc were impossible to divorce. So I dwelled, instead, over and over, on the intimacy that would 

now be absent between us, and after some time, the throbbing pain turned to a numbing exhaustion, 

a space which emotion couldn’t touch, at least for while.  

Taking a walk in the cold night, allowing the wind to sting my skin raw, I reached Marc’s 

house but instead of going up, stood across the street. Marc’s voice rose in the clear night and 

reached me as I stood opposite his house. He was practicing a song, pacing his balcony, walking to 

and away from the parapet wall, his eyes scrunched shut, his hand rising and falling in the air. 

Perhaps my body was having its revenge: forced to consider only the lives of mythic 

character, clobbered into not thinking of the life it occupied, refusing now to comply when I needed 

it the most. No. My body was only exhibiting the lesson initiated at home, mastered at Magpies, 

that physical love was repulsive and its pull must be shunned at all costs. Hardwiring myself into a 

sexlessness was easy in comparison to the daunting process of unlearning that I now struggled with.  

One solution was to pack my bags and leave Doon. The other solution was to go up, to 

confide in Marc. But what would I say: I have a sick mind and here’s why and no, there’s no 

solution in sight, so yes, that means we might never have a sexual relationship? What if, upset that 



305 
 

I’d kept him in the dark about something so crucial, or discovering that I was damaged in so 

essential a way, he decided on not pursuing a relationship?  

Marc came and stood at the parapet wall. He stretched a hand out, the fingers spread, and 

for a moment, assuming he’d seen me, I stepped quickly into the shadows of a building behind me. 

He formed a fist that he rotated and brought to a rest on his hips. A jasmine, plucked by the wind, 

landed in his hair. Perhaps he didn’t notice, or he didn’t mind it being there. I wanted to go and 

pluck it and tuck it behind hid ear.  

 

Imagine being a character and reading the story you’re part of.  

Odder still is the feeling of discovering something entirely new in those moments that you 

believed you fully embodied: from the doorway of my house Shagun watched his dead sister appear; 

as I blundered my way through a song Shagun watched me from across the street. 

Facts not stated: when Shagun and I danced in my room and he withdrew abruptly, I said to 

him, Sometimes when things aren’t clear in your head saying it out helps. My probing did not 

change the course of the evening, the months that followed, but there was the open door I’d offered. 

Fact unknown: After finding him gone from the disc I didn’t simply absorb the shock of it 

and continue on with the night. I locked myself in my car and closed the windows, hoping physical 

suffocation would take my mind off the suffocation I felt on the inside as I wrangled to find out, 

without success, which of the two statements was true: Shagun loves me so he seeks me out, Shagun 

finds me repulsive so he backs off. A cop saw me and thought I wanted to drive drunk arrested me. 

After spending the night in jail I went and met Shagun. 
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Shagun cringed not from my body but from void he touched in place of it. He drew a blank 

face not at me but at the wall of darkness he saw in my place. Fact omitted. 

Did he know, that relating even incoherently, even an abstracted version, of his affliction, 

would have saved me from months, from years of suffering, of anxiety? It is really not in my place to 

be angry in the light of what I’d done, is it not in my place anymore to ask if what came to pass 

would have happened if I knew? 

We never reveal ourselves entirely, not even to those we love—particularly not to those we 

love. 

In Didi’s room I find a canvas facing the wall like a child counting 1-10 in a game of hide-

and-seek. It depicts a woman in a sari with pinned, long hair, holding a brush and looking out a 

window. Beyond her reflected sepia eyes is a tree whose fruits are masks and human heads that drip 

onto the grass below, blobs of red—paint or blood, I cannot tell. 

She’s not, I think, the creature of civilization she appears to be. Underneath her Apollo 

demeanor, her Saraswathi quality, there’s an insatiable Dionysian energy. The wildness of Kali. A 

pagan goddess in exile. Like Shagun.  

After we’d part ways, his wild matter would bubble to his placid surface. And Shagun would 

discover that his condition stemmed not from a hatred of sex but from a hatred of his own body, a 

hatred entangled with his origins. He would understand that the body reveals what the mind 

suppresses.  
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{XI}:{Tell Them Apart} 

 

Marc took me home for Diwali. Two days after we began our journey the train halted not at a 

station but on a bridge above a town where horse-drawn carriages clattered past a bazaar at whose 

center stood a clock tower, where I saw a weathered hand pick up a hive of grapes, where a heal of 

bread was cut and wrapped in a newspaper, where milk was drawn from a pot with a tin caddy and 

poured into four earthen cups.  

The overcast sky seemed to retard the momentum of the town whose name I didn’t know, 

that I thought was restored into a former state of oldness at the turn-of-the-century by the British, 

and stories of which were carried by wandering traders, gypsies, tourists with cameras, travelers 

hungry for journeys, the town spoken of in a dozen languages as a place where water bearers paused 

under a banyan to hear a wandering minstrel’s parables, where wedding bells rang long after the 

bride’s palanquin left her father’s courtyard, and thinking in this vein, I had, for a moment, the 

distinct impression of behaving like a tourist who studies civilizations in a museum, observing 

objects in isolation, without the context of the society in which those artifacts had functional lives, 

using imagination and memory instead to make up their histories—earthen pots into which weather-

worn hands poured well-drawn water, wooden combs that women ran through their hair, clay horse-

on-wheels that a child ran over his mother’s belly 

With suitcases and holdalls, a few people crossed the street below, labored up the rutted path 

paved into the hillock that rose from the road to the train. A woman in a black chador, holding a 

clothbag above her head and a toddler against her hips, came and sat in front of us.  
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The train moved and tapping Marc’s shoulder, I pointing to square-shaped objects lined 

atop a stone building and asked him what they were. He jutted his lower lip out and shook his head. 

The woman cleared her throat and said, Old TVs are sold to a scrap dealer who removes the 

inside parts and sells them as spares. The frames, he leaves them here for some time. 

Lined one behind the other, the black squares that now framed the sunset, at some point in 

the past—when the tick of the grandfather clock was yet to be graded down to the silence of its 

analog cousin—both played and witnessed stories: a child in Sunday clothes, watching cartoons, his 

grandfather, sitting on a rocking chair, dipping the newspaper each time the child laughed, a smile 

cracking his face open as he remembered the wonder with which he once regarded the world; a 

black-and-white TV sent into the grandmother’s room, the family having acquired a color set, the 

old woman tapping it when it refused to start, then squinting to make out a movie from her teenage 

years as black bands rose up the screen, the TV sold after the sickbed was washed, the mattress left 

on the terrace to dry, the windows thrown open to fumigate the room. I thought of the takeout 

dinners, evening teas, crinkling packets of chips, cauliflower curries consumed in front of the now 

abandoned sets. I thought of the maid who paused as she mopped the floor to watch on one these 

TVs the song she hummed later as stretched her tired limbs as she walked back to her hut down a 

sleepy dark street. 

I said, It’s surreal. There are so many objects that aren’t old enough to be antique but they’re 

no longer used. Stuff replaced by newer versions. They’re just suspended in this abyss of time. These 

things produced in our lifetimes.  
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Marc said, You know what that reminds me of? A movie in which these graduating kids have 

a farewell party. They call a photographer but forget taking copies of the pictures. Every one of 

them! The photographer pins it up in his studio with the label Class of 49. Hoping they’d come 

someday and he could sell it to them for four rupees a copy. 

The woman said, We never put so much thought to it. We saw an exchange offer in the 

newspaper and we took a new TV and gave the old one away. It did entertain us for a good ten 

years. My parents gave it to me when I got married. There rose to her eyes a thin film of water.  

The trained entered the desert. And together we breathed a new kind of heat, the sort that 

set your nostrils throbbing and leaves you with a strange longing for salted peanuts. 

Marc took out a picture album and showed me pictures of his mother and his father, who 

now worked as tour guide. Isn’t it odd, Marc said, an Englishman describing the history of the 

Indian desert to local and foreign travelers? 

Tell them apart, said Marc, pointing at another picture, as if the picture was not a picture 

but a Spot the Difference puzzle, pointing at one sister then the other, twins, nine years old or ten, 

dressed in identical green frocks and yellow blouses, reminding me of my sisters, a green frock on 

Mud, a yellow blouse on Milk, the clothes my twins were dressed in as they drowned, just before 

their bodies were submerged under lapping waves, their hands shooting in the air, their fingers 

twitching and gasping—each pore on each finger gasping—a gasp that I heard on the train as the 

desertland, where the river Saraswathi once coursed, came into view, a vanished river, a river that 

drowned under land, leaving behind shifting dunes of dry powdered sand, a river that bubbled up 

now and rose with the sound of a hubble-bubble, at first blue droplets dotting the skin of the golden 
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desert and then fountains of water exploding then falling to the desert floor in rivulets that rushed 

and merged to form the gurgling resurrected river, a ghost or a god that rose higher and higher, 

drowned the dunes, turned them to a brown paste—the sort the twins and I made clay elephants 

with—rose still, beyond the tracks, up the walls of the train, its brown waters charging into the 

boxcar through the grilled windows, so that I got up with a gasp and the album fell out of my lap 

and into the waters and slipped out the window, the hands of Marc’s sisters, the twins, no, the hands 

of Marc shooting out of the album, quivering, his fingers gasping, each pore gasping, his hands 

clasped by the hands rising from the water alongside two heads rising from the river, Mud and Milk, 

all the gasping hands and the two heads floating away as the water levels went down, rushing back to 

the desert floor, to the spinning center of a whirlpool where masks now appeared, masks in red, 

masks in blue, penciled with mustachios, wearing pearl nose-rings, their wooden faces gasping as the 

water tumbled down a hole taking with it the masks and the album and Marc and my twins, the 

sand closing in on the hole, sealing it with the perfection of a seasoned gravedigger, the dunes 

gasping and rising again to their imposing height, the land once again arid and porous, Marc saying, 

after the desert reclaimed the land, Can you tell them apart? Shagun? 

Tell whom apart? 

The twins. 

Which pair of twins? 

He shook me by the shoulder and I turned away from the window and looked at him. 

There’s water, he said. 

There was. All around us. 
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That’s a rude thing to say to a desert boy. I take offense. 

He pressed his thumb he daubed the corners of my eyes. There, it’s gone. The dust must 

have gotten into your eyes. Don’t look out. 

I turned again to the album, to his twins, and a memory snapped into place, an image from 

home, the storywall, and on that wall the photos of the twins, photographed on their birthday, hours 

before they had drowned, their shoulder length hair freshly washed and smelling of pomegranate 

paste. They wore no green frock, no yellow blouse. Milk’s clothes were lilac, Mud’s primrose.  

This is how they look now, Marc said, turning the page, showing me teenage girls who 

looked different from each other, not just their features or how their bodies filled out their clothes, 

but in some deeper way, as though something unique took shape in each of them, determining how 

they looked. 

I thought they were kids, I said. 

That’s an old picture. 

Why did you show me that first? 

Just how I arranged the album. Oldest to the latest. 

He continued his visual introduction, leading me into family picnics, birthday parties, 

weddings, each picture attended to with an anecdote. 

When he was done, I said, You shouldn’t have shown me photos. When you introduce me 

to them I’ll hear a story in your voice in my head instead of just looking at them, listening to them. 

But I didn’t give you full histories. Not even full stories. 
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You gave me interpretations that’ll color how I see them. Even if you said nothing photos 

themselves create impressions. They show selected memories that become stand-ins for entire 

months, for years. You tell me. I’m sure hundreds of photographs were taken before you left home. 

But you selected twenty odd pictures for your album. What does that mean? 

When my grandpa shared stuff he’d begin with a year, a place. But I begin with an image.  

See? Photographs have changed how we remember.  

Remembering the pictures Mother had taken, of her children playing hopscotch, year after 

year, until the twins died, I pictured them in an album, Mud and Milk growing taller from one sheet 

to another, until the year they turned nine, the album carrying no more pictures thereafter, leaving 

only a stack of blank white sheets for the viewer to gaze at. Would he guess that it wasn’t only a 

game that was abandoned? 

As we went deeper into the desert, and the day turned to afternoon, the temperature soared, 

and Marc switched on the ceiling fan but it didn’t spin to life, so I fished a comb out of his back 

pocket, stood on the berth and pushed a blade with it and it started to whirr, releasing a thin but 

welcome jet of air. 

That’s neat, said Marc, opening two button of his shirt. 

Tricks you learn as a wandering artist, I said, daubing the sweat off Marc’s neck and forehead 

with a handkerchief and then folding a newspaper and swatting with it the air in front of his face, 

and as a cool breeze grazed his damp skin, he leaned back, spread his legs out and fell asleep. 

I unburdened his feet of their shoes and socks and set them on the berth in front and took 

two handkerchiefs, wet them in cold water from a flask and spread one out on his forehead and 
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wrapped the other around his neck. A third handkerchief I spread over his eyes, tucking the ends 

behind his ears. Running my knuckles affectionately over the side of his head, I turned my head and 

found the baby watching all the activity enraptured, a fist in his mouth. Hush, I said, bringing a 

finger to my lips, at which he smiled and buried his head in his mother’s bosom. 

You two seem really close, you’re brothers? she asked. 

The white boy will feel insulted if he hears what you said.  

We looked together at Marc and laughed. 

Marc woke up after a couple hours, and stretching his body, peeling all the handkerchiefs 

off, he said, You did quite the job of embalming me. 

I threw at him the flask of water. He ducked and caught it and the baby gurgled and Marc 

gave him a bow. I gave him four sandwiches in a paper plate, and as he ate, I smeared my hands with 

rose oil, pressed my knuckles to his sole and in slow, deliberate thrusts, ran them up and down. 

Thought we had a little chat, Marc said, his foot tightening under my fingers. 

I met his blue eyes, washed in sunlight, cold as they pinned me down. So we did, I said, 

lowering my eyes, running a thumb in circles over each toe. But this is good for you. It’ll cool you 

down. We’d do this for each other every time we were done with the show. 

He fixed upon me his eyes, his expression unchanging. I was desperate for him to say 

something.  

He said, Are you sure that is all there is to it? 

I nodded, desperate to say something. Another moment passed, one finger on his tense toe, 

four fingers on his tense sole. Then, he loosened his foot, allowing my fingers access. 
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The woman excused herself to take a nap. Marc held the baby for her and after she 

clambered up to the upper birth, he handed the boy over and she turned away and slept. 

 

Marc’s family lived in a quiet section of an otherwise noisy, touristy city: a housing colony where, by 

that hour, men had returned from work, children were done playing and could now be seen through 

the window, sitting hunched at their desk, houses releasing murmurs of conversations, vague sounds 

of televisions, turmeric or mustard or rosemary smell of curries cooked and emptied into casseroles. 

When we got to the gate of his house I heard from inside the buzz of a radio, the voice of an 

anchor, all rounded vowels and sibilant consonants, followed by the rustic trill of a folk singer. It felt 

strange to be showing up at the doorstep of a family that was in the midst of its daily routine. 

We walked past a fenced garden of cabbages. The door opened before Marc knocked. The 

scent of patchouli struck me, as though the house had exhaled a breath of perfume.  

Marc’s mother, standing under the porch light, a pink veil drawn over her head, eyes 

twinkling behind rimmed eyeglasses, cupped his chin with a hand that had a single silver bracelet 

and fretted, How thin you’ve become!  

She smiled and ruffled my hair when I touched her feet with a forward bow and an 

outstretched hand. 

Welcome, she said, I’m so excited you’re here. You’re the first friend Marc brought over. 

Inside, Marc’s English father, his eyes a steelier blue, his English accent more pronounced 

than it was on his son’s tongue, gave Marc a severe handshake and a warm embrace and clapped me 

on the shoulder. His sisters came scurrying out of their room and clung onto his arms. 
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We left our shoes at the rack by the entrance and gathered around an oak teapoy that was set 

with sizzling cups of chamomile tea and evenly cut pieces of plum cake. They detailed for each 

other’s benefit what happened in their lives in the time they’d spent apart. I observed faces as they 

spoke: raised eyebrows, open smiles, eyes closed and face turned away when a playful spank was 

delivered by a bangle-clad hand, a father’s firm hand clutching a son’s shoulders, a mother’s rich 

laughter. I tried transferring those details and sounds to my seaside bungalow, those expressions to 

the face I knew. 

I studied the home where Marc entered adolescence. On one wall were family photographs, 

on the other childish crayon paintings of a family and their house and car. A glass-cased cupboard 

displayed trophies won by various members of the family across generations, sports and recitals 

mostly. The décor was simple: cotton curtains, cane furniture.  

Marc’s mother said, Marc’s a man now. Pays his rent. Never forgets his taxes, his bills. But to 

me he’s still a child. She laughed and stroked her son’s hair. Do you miss home, Shagun?  

There ran through me a current of homesickness, not for my bungalow but was for my 

notion of Home, what a home must be like. I was homesick for a place that that didn’t exist, that 

occupied no physical space. 

I said, Sometimes. In the nights when I have trouble sleeping I think of Geeta Dutt’s songs.  

Oh Geeta Dutt, I love her, she said. 

They were on the radio all the time back then. Mother listened to them with us every night.  

A breeze swept in and the thin curtains billowed. A book left on a side table was flipped open 

and the pages rustled. Outside, a nocturnal flower opened its white mouth to the sky and sang a 
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single note of jasmine fragrance, and then another, and then another, until the air was drenched in 

its essence.  

Marc’s father said, You’re in luck, lad. Tomorrow you’ll get to see an air-quake. 

Swell. Marc said, We should go up to the fort for the best view. 

I said, Air-quakes? 

Marc winked. You shall see. 

 

I woke up early on Diwali to the sounds of a full household: servants sweeping the floor, the 

milkman calling out to the mistress of the house, the newspaper thrown into the porch with a solid 

plop and the delivery boy clinking his horn and pedaling away, a street dog barking after a maid 

threw a mug full of water on the patch of road in front of the gate.  

Marc was still asleep. I pushed aside the quilt, slipped into my flip-flops, and stepped out, 

softly closing the door behind me. Marc’s mother, sitting on a swing, ran a comb through the long, 

black hair of her daughter who sat on the floor, her head held at a backward tilt.  

When she saw me hesitate outside Marc’s room, with a sweep of her hand she pointed to the 

kitchen where on two low flames there sat a lidded pot and a kettle. She came in a few minutes later, 

washed her hands under the sink tap, asked me if I slept well. She made me a cup of coffee and 

spoke with her back to me, standing at the countertop, chopping green chilies. It was a simple, free-

flowing conversation. Years from now, I thought, when I’d think back to our exchange, I’d 

remember, no precise words, no anecdote, only a distinctly remembered experience of pleasantness. 

My mind stepped out if it’s pilgrimage and received with gratitude the lack of solidness.  
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His father came into the kitchen, wearing a vest and striped pajamas and wished me. My 

only other experience of being with an adult man in a domestic setting was the six months I spent 

with Father. What was I supposed to say to him?  

Walking up to the kitchen sink, he started washing the dishes—which astonished me, 

because I’d never heard of a man help a woman in the kitchen until he was employed in the capacity 

of a manservant. He started talking about how similar the roles of a tour guide and theater actor 

were, both of us using our bodies and voices to convey stories. Both of us performers. True, he spoke 

facts, dates of battles, years of conquests, the length of an emperor’s reign, the spot of coronation. 

But I pepper my information with little stories, he said, setting each freshly washed utensil on the 

countertop. Court intrigue, bazaar gossip, harem politics, sibling rivalry. The sort of thing that 

makes history a little more humane. Makes tourists put down their cameras for a while and listen. 

I got up, reached for a dry towel and started wiping the utensils. One of Marc’s sisters took 

each vessel and placed it where it belonged in the cupboard. She hung spoons, ladles and copper 

pans on the hooks by the window. 

 I told Marc’s father how the stories of theater are rooted in reality too, insofar as the stories 

are part of people’s festivals, the gods we enact sitting in prayer altars. I told him how we sometimes 

incorporated the landscape in our plays. 

How so, he said, sitting down, running his wet hands down his trousers. His wife clicked her 

tongue. You never uses a towel to wipe your hands dry, she said. 

His daughter said, You’ve been saying that from the time I was six, mom. 

I’ve said that since you were a baby.  
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I said, We move as we perform in fields farmers till, shops where merchants sell ration, 

around wells and village squares. They build their routines, their economy, so much of their lives 

actually, around agriculture, so they obviously respond to plays that includes their land. 

He said, It’s such a beautiful phrase. Their land. To have a physical space that you can tie 

your identity to. A place you can locate on a map. Take a train and go to. Build a house on. 

Marc told me. About your border shifting four times. 

Did he say that? In those words? 

I asked him if he ever will go back. And he said he can go there, but not go back. 

That boy has a beautiful way of expressing himself. He never says any of that to us.  

There is space for simpler things in conversations, I said. 

Marc’s mother said, I agree. When we look back, it is the ordinary that’s memorable. When I 

remember my Kashmir I remember running as a kid through saffron fields, collecting letters from 

the postman who came to us by boat, being bribed into doing some chore for cup kawha tea. Buying 

us a bag of sack of rice, some potatoes, bringing them on his boat full of letters. 

Did you not travel back again? 

I don’t think I have the courage to see my childhood home turned alien.  

I understand, I said. Trust me. I do. 

What do you understand, Shagun, asked Marc, walking into the kitchen, rubbing his bleary 

eyes with his knuckles, his voice bleary. What are telling my father?  

That as kids two of my sisters and I went to the port to watch horse-driven carriages receive 

second-generation Britishers. 



319 
 

With whom! Mud and Milk or Didi and Chitra? You never told me about it. Marc looked so 

astonished that I couldn’t help but laugh. His father joined me in my laughter. 

Open your slippers outside, Marc! I have to tell you every time, said his mother. 

I guess he’ll never learn either, said his father, waving his dried hands. 

What? said Marc looking more confused. 

They passed around an easy laughter, Marc, his parents, his siblings. And I lowered my eyes, 

burning with tears, envying Marc the relationship he shared with his family, not realizing until then 

how deep was my craving to hold in my life the hum of the ordinary. 

More coffee, said his mother, setting in front of me, in a clear glass, a rich brown liquid. 

The air quakes are in two hours, said his father.  

 

Scaling a horse-rutted switchback, Marc, his father and I crossed a moat on which were six camels, 

gunnysacks strapped to their humped backs, and arrived at the ramparts of the town’s oldest citadel, 

a spectacle in stone where the city’s artisans lived—potters, painters, stone cutters, masons, carvers, 

their artwork on display on wooden tables under circular strongholds, watchtowers, pointed turrets.  

They live in a harmony. The land, people, the past, said Marc’s father, speaking aloud to be 

heard over the wind. No one’s displaced here. So when we came down here from London, my wife 

and her Jewish parents and I with my English past, no one wanted us to be on the fringes. They 

made us one of them. It took time, but it happened. We became part of the fabric. Glued to the rest. 

I said, The street theater was that for me. Each character I returned to performing was a 

homecoming, a chance to live with him again in the same body in a new town or village. 
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Marc’s father exclaimed, Look, there! In the distance began, not a full-blown sandstorm but 

little sacks of sands, collected from each dune and turned over and over midair, as though a pair of 

spectral hands were performing an magic trick, the wind whistling through the golden-brown grains. 

Bare-chest boys clambered onto the terraced-roofs of abandoned terracotta houses half 

submerged in sand and launched their kites, and unfurling their spools, sent the kites higher and 

higher until the wind that held the air-quake caught them, snipped them off, the kites, diamonds of 

yellow, green blue, caught in a cloud of shivering whistling sand, turning round and round. 

Then the winds retreated after and the kites and the sand went flying backward, farther, 

farther still, reduced to silhouettes and then dots against the bright clear sky. 

Marc said, The wind dies out at some point. When the kids go to neighboring village to 

meet cousins or homes their sisters got married into, they find their kites strung to date trees, caught 

on a branch and shivering in the wind. Or lying in the red chili fields. 

How do they identify their kites? 

Marc’s father said, They remember the color. They put their initials on it.  

Do they bring it back? 

Yes. Each kite they bring back is a ship they will one day travel in. The farther away from 

home it’s found the farther they will travel. That’s they legend anyway. 

 

Wearing a cotton kurta I borrowed from Marc and slicking my hair with water and combing into 

place with my fingers, I stepped out with Marc and his father onto the street that was flanked by oil 

lamps, each sitting on a circle of light. A ritual bonfire was set up and the colony’s womenfolk 
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assembled around it and threw uncooked rice grains coated with butter into it and began to chant 

hymns praising the goddess. Marc’s mother wheeled an older woman—who wore a blue sari and 

shawl and sat stooped in her chair, her silver hair draped over body—out of the house and from a 

distance they observed the congregation.  

My grandma, said Marc. Mama’s mother.  

I didn’t see her last evening. 

She stays in the temple room. She prefers it that way. Ever since grandpa passed away. 

When a cold breeze turned the air nippy, Marc’s mother pulled up a portion of the shawl 

over her mother’s head and pressed her cupped hands to the older woman’s ears. 

Marc, I have to call Mother to wish her. 

Marc directed me to a bedroom with a phone and left, shutting the door behind him. I sat 

down and dialed out the number and waited. After the long ring, typical of trunk calls, the phone 

was unhooked and after a pause, Mother, cleared her throat and said, Hello in a voice that wasn’t the 

voice I’d ascribed to her in my memory. 

Three years back, I’d performed with my theater troupe by the sea in my hometown, six of 

us dressed as creatures of the wild, wearing masks of boars, monkeys, wolves, our skins painted in the 

tiger stripes and speckled faux-fur coats, tails tucked into our cummerbund. We ran into the 

frothing waves and mimicked animal calls aloud to be heard over the roar of the waves that were 

wild that morning. After the play, I stood by the sea, in the mask of a huntsman—green vines 

circling the eye slits, a drum on each cheek, tree barks for the nose, each eyebrow a painted bird 

feather in teal—and looked at the port, under a mile away. 
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It’s been shut. 

I turned and faced my Mother, wondering how long she’d been standing there, surprised 

she’d recognized me despite my mask. Maybe it was the way I held my body.  

Without removing my mask I looked at her, tilting my head down to watch her. 

Are you coming home? she said. She had tied her gray hair into a bun. A few loose strands 

fluttered in the sea-breeze. She smelled of rosemary.  

I looked at Nandi who stood behind her at a distance. He raised his hand and held them by 

his face, an eye painted on each palm.  

Mother walked ahead and I followed her, my mask still on. I had not hugged her, not when we met, 

not after I washed my hands in the kitchen sink and sat down cross-legged in the kitchen in front of 

a plate full of steaming rice. I waited all this while for her to ask me to remove my mask, but when 

she did not, I took it off, releasing to her my face, hoping to see in her expressions a hunger, the 

need to see me how the years, like the potter’s hand, had reshaped how I looked.  

She smiled. Your food is getting cold. Eat. 

We ate in silence until she said, There was an accident. 

Are you okay? 

Not me. At the port. A ship with coconuts and cotton, it caught fire. 

They didn’t try putting it off? 

It just burned away, she said, staring at her plate. Just stood there on the sea and burned 

away. There were all these people jumping into the sea, laborers, passengers, but the captain, he just 

stood on the deck, his whole body on fire. Just stood there until he fell apart. Burned away. 
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Mother, that’s a horrible story. Why’d you tell me that when I came home after so long? 

She snapped her head my way and blinked at me, as though I were a stranger and she 

wondered what I was doing in her kitchen.  

She said, I thought you wanted to know why the port was shut. 

Mother, I don’t care about the port. 

You don’t care what happens to the twins’ gravesite? I see. 

Do you want me to leave? 

She lowered her head and started eating quietly, as though there was nothing left for us to 

talk about, to share. And bound by her uninviting silence, I felt incapable of initiating the 

conversation. By the time I was done eating and washed my hands, my anger turned to remorse: that 

I would not be able to wake up in my old room and share with her the morning cup of tea. Standing 

outside the door, I almost asked her if I may stay back the night.  

She wiped her hands on the edge of her sari, touched my chin, and said, It ’s getting late, they 

must be waiting for you. 

As soon I turned the door was clapped shut behind me. Walking to the back of the house, I 

entered the squat toilet and closed the door and stood there for some time. When I stepped out and 

looked up, in the darkness of the night I saw her room’s window, a square of amber, her face in 

between, still as a face in a picture. I waved and she nodded once before turning the knob of the 

lantern. She slowly blended with the rest of the night.  

Standing now in the Marc’s home, I said, Happy Diwali, Mother. What are you doing? 
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What will an old woman do all by herself, son? Just finished the ritual prayer. Sitting and 

going through your hopscotch pictures.  

I pictured her sitting alone in the drawing hall, even as, outside her home, crackers burst out 

noisily and the windows came alive with the sparkling fountains of flowerpots.  

Shagun? 

I’m still here, Mother. 

Where are you? 

At a friend’s place. In Rajasthan. 

That’s nice. 

Yes, Rajasthan is beautiful. 

I meant about your friend. Nice to know you have a friend now. What’s his name? 

Marc. Wyndham. Marc Wyndham. I must go now, Mother. They’re waiting for me.  

I wanted something solid to fill the space between us, a phrase full of meaning, something we 

could take away, a keepsake of our conversation. But I lacked the vocabulary for it.  

Mother said, Aren’t you going to ask about your father?  

Her tone was beseeching. I almost decided on indulging her. Here was the opportunity to 

bring to our conversation the solidness I sought: she receiving my concern for Father that she 

sought, I receiving happiness from her by fulfilling her expectation. But I found it impossible to feel 

any love for him, even if it was a matter of pretense.  

Happy Diwali, Mother. Goodbye, I said and cut the call.  
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I went out and sat by Marc who was watching, from the steps outside the gate, the women 

embracing his grandmother one after the other. She touched each of them on their heads.  

What does your mom say, he said, turning to look at me. 

She doesn’t talk? Your grandmother? 

How did you know that?  

Something to the quietness in her face. Like she’s been accumulating it for years. 

It’s a vow of silence. She’s held it for twenty-two years. For her people in Kashmir. 

I wanted to go up to her. To say something to her. To feel the warmth of her hand on my 

head. To seek the company of an elder, as we sometimes do, when we cannot access the warmth of 

our parents or insulate ourselves from the warmth they want to give us.  

Children gathered around the firecrackers, their effervescent energy, their sound and light. 

Flowerpots broke into volcanic eruptions. Ground-spinners spun with a tail of light and sparks. 

Roman candles streaked the air with green and red sparkles. Lady’s fingers snapped sharply. 

Neighbors exchange milk sweets and gift-wrapped boxes of dry fruits. 

Marc said, That day, outside the dhaba, remember? When you said Milk, you referred to 

your sister, not milk to. 

What made you think of that now? 

When I was asking you about the port story this morning, I said Mud and Milk. 

I love your family. Especially your dad. He gave me your address. Asked me to stay in touch. 

Don’t even think about it.  

How do you mean? 
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Can’t bear to see you as Mama’s other woman. 

Pathetic. 

Close to midnight, the air thick with smog, the road littered with scraps of paper and spent 

firecrackers, the streets emptied of people now, as Marc and I sat on the steps in front of the house, 

talking, watching the occasional rocket that rose somewhere with a whistle and splashed colored 

circles on the sky, playing Holi with the heavens, a dozen rockets rose with sizzling tails, straight into 

the mouth of another air-quake, each speck of light, that was to form a part of the circle, was turned, 

tilted, thrown up into the air, dots of lights dancing in the sky for a few seconds before getting 

snuffed out in the wind’s reversing body. 
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PART IV 
____________________________________________________ 

 
Youth 

 does to your mind 
what full moons do 

to wolves & madman 
but it also leaves you 
with the aftereffect  

of patience 
and a 

patient memory 
you remember every 
jot of the wilderness 

It is you who  
must be 
king of  
jungle 

Moon Song, Elephant Song—IV 
Music –Raga Charukeshi 
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{I}:{ You Were On Your Way} 

 

Mrs. Mathur critically ill come home immediately. 

On the homebound train I tried to guess the catastrophe that pilfered her health, reducing 

her to a name associated with the six words of urgency in a telegram, and for a moment I considered 

checking into the inn located outside the station, taking a room under a different name and 

following the concierge up a spiral staircase to a rented room with my luggage and fake identity, the 

borrowed space a buffer time preparing me to face whatever awaited me at home. 

The hand pump not far from home where street children bathed (before heading, without 

toweling their hair, to the government-run school, leaving on the road a trail of droplets) lay 

uprooted in a growth of duckweed, the cement platform it once stood on, bone-dry when I opened 

my sandal touched it with my toe. 

On entering my home I saw that Father’s picture had been shifted to the storywall. 

I ran up the stairs and flung the door open. Mother lay on the bed, her face sweating and 

swollen, her eyes moving frantically against closed paper-thin eyelids. She groaned and she frowned 

and drew in labored breaths, but where exactly it pained, I didn’t know—her hands lay lightly to her 

side, not straining against her stomach or her chest, not pointing to the source.  

I dabbed with a handkerchief the beads of sweat that trouble her forehead. She slowly 

opened her eyes and blinked at me uncomprehendingly. Then, her face became still. 



329 
 

When I tried hugging she pulled over her face the blanket underneath which her shoulder 

rose and fell, against which her nose moved when she turned her head, and a patch of which, 

flattened against her face, became damp and slowly turned dark. 

When she grew still I peeled the sheet off her face and placed a finger under her nose. 

Relieved to feel the warm blow of her breath, I spread a rug beside her cot and lay down. For 

twenty-six years I’d waited to belong to this room. Now nothing could throw me out.  

A doctor arrived that evening to check on her. I thanked him when he said that it was he 

who’d sent me the telegram. He seemed shockingly young given the prevailing age of those who 

entered the profession. Raising his thick eyebrows, he said, Her husband’s death, it destroyed her 

will to live. See if you can change that. Talk to her. 

After the doctor left, leaving me a bottle of pills and instructions on the dosage to be 

administered, I walked up to the storywall and said to Father’s photo, So now I have to get her to 

believe that living for me is a better idea than dying for you. How do you do it? Every time? I mean, 

even now, when you’re gone? Oh, did you know? I now stand and pee. Isn’t that good? 

When Mother got up. I asked her if she wanted something to eat. She shook her head.  

Call me when you want something? I want to look around, I said. 

Shagun, it’s your house, not a museum, Mother said. Then, closing her eyes, she said, What 

if I need something, how am I to call you if you wander off? 

Entering the prayer room, where dust had accumulated over the blank altar, where a sagging 

cobweb lay spread out like a garland above the door, I picked up the prayer bell and returned to her 
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room and shook it like a rattle and placed it on her bedside table and she nodded, accepting my 

solution. 

In hall the staring faces of the dead seemed to mock me, likening me to the urchin who 

sneaks into a house gutted by fire, scavenging for leftovers unclaimed by disaster.  

I entered the corridor that ran by three shut black doors. The door to the room of the twins, 

shut for years, did not open at first. I jabbed at the handle and threw myself against the door over 

and over until it relented with a protesting creak. Pinholes of light pierced the room from gaps in 

shuttered windows. I meddled with dolls left leaning against the headboard, poked my head into 

their empty cupboard where six hapless spiders had starved to death in their webs. From darkness 

emerged two girls who swam almost together out of Mother’s womb. Their faces were washed in 

blue. They wore white slips. Oil dripped from their pigtails. Their laughter brightened the blue light 

on their faces. Your boy is too much of a boy, they said. But he has to play with us. Stop being a 

boy, we’ll say when he comes here.  

 

I heard the bell jingle and gratefully fled their room, where, for god knows how long, I stood 

paralyzed, and went up and stood by Mother’s bed. Without looking at me she rubbed her belly. I 

made rice in a cooker and sponged with warm water her face and neck, her hands and legs. After 

helping her into a fresh cotton sari, I fed her yogurt rice with a spoon. As a boy I’d watch her eat 

lunch quietly and call her Good Girl, the term teachers rewarded girls with when they ate their 

midday snack with their mouth closed, without spilling food on the desk. I smiled at the memory.  

What are you smiling at? That you’re feeding your mother like she’s the kid, or an invalid? 
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I tried to think of something soothing to say. When she was done, I wiped her mouth clean, 

washed the utensils and returned to her side. She had her spectacles on and was leafing through a 

waddle of pictures. The one on top showed Father standing in his work clothes in front of a gray 

building. I become shifty and she sensed it. She turned them upside down and rammed them under 

pillow and fixed her empty eyes on the ceiling.  

Please don’t take his pictures away from me, she said. Then she fell asleep.  

For two days after that she said nothing to me. I took the coffee table to her room and set on 

it her soup, rice, and curry—okra one day, eggplant the other—and asked her to come have her 

meal, but she did not respond to my pleas, her hair, left open, a shivering gray gauze as she sat on the 

bed, her profile framed by the window against a sky that was poison-blue. She ate after I left the 

room. Both nights I woke up to a scratching noise and saw her silhouette turn the elephant on the 

side-table. She was illuminated by the sweeping arm of the lighthouse. Her eyes were fixed on me, 

the path of our gaze obstructed by the trunk and legs of the rotating elephant. I turned away. The 

room became quiet. I turned again, looked at her. She was still staring at me.  

The third morning I found her squatting on all fours by the side-table, rubbing, with the 

edge of her sari, the scratched wooden surface, the elephant lying on her pillow. After leaving her 

food in the room, I stood outside and waited, hearing her slurp, munch, and gulp down mashed 

balls of pickled rice and okra curry. When I heard her swish her fingers through the fingerbowl, I 

appeared at the door and said, You hold me responsible for his death? 

She looked up at me, eyebrows raised, eyes cold. She picked up a glass of water. I thought 

she’d throw it at me. She said, That’s exactly what you asked when the twins died. 
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What happened to him? I asked. 

I need a day or two to get my feet under me, she said, wiping her mouth with the edge of her 

sari. Waving her hand at me, she added, After that you can go back to your white boy. Indians were 

never good enough, neither for you nor for that sister of yours. 

Mother, you drove them away. Both of them. You’re in no position to mock. 

Knowing just about his accident won’t help. You’ll have to know our past first.  

That’s what you said when the twins died, I said. No. You didn’t say it. You put in a letter. 

I sat down, leaning against the door. Removing the elephant from the pillow, she tucked 

herself in. With her back to me. She spoke to the window. 

Your father was my senior in college. We got married and spent our first six years in Banaras. 

Oh, the happiest days of our life. Sitting by the Ganges every evening, having ginger tea. Tilling 

together a small garden of peppers. How he loved those fritters I made him with them. 

If thoughts were audible, I’d hear the Ganges lapping at stone jetties, hot oil hissing around 

peppers wrapped in dough: so completely was she immersed in her memory. Is that what we do 

when someone we love dies? Reduce them to a collection of memories that we can readily access, 

because we want something more tangible than just the notion of absence?  

We felt the pinch when you were on your way, she said. As if I were coming from 

somewhere, a guest with two bags and no intention to leave, who must now be accounted for in the 

family budget.  

Already four children to be sent to school and fed, she continued. And you were on your 

way, she said again. So he took the London assignment.  
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About a year before the twins went away my father put his savings and a bank loan into a 

business. He thought if all went well your father can come back, run the business and stay with us. 

But my father’s partners swindled him. Fled with the capital. The bankers pressed for their 

money. They sent goons to my father’s house…the neighbors saw. 

I heard her cry and snivel. I tried giving her father a face so her pain may to me feel real.  

Your father intervened, she continued. He took a loan from his employer to clear my father’s 

debt. My father was now a free man, but your father, he was stuck in a foreign country. His 

employer took away his passport.  

When the twins went away he pleaded with his boss. To permit him to come for the funeral. 

No debt clear, no go, his Arab boss said, If you disappear how I hunt you in big India? Your father 

reported his words in a letter. Words I’ll never forget. 

It was only around the time of Chitra’s marriage that he managed to clear the debt. He 

returned home. He hoped to find a job and live here. With his family. 

I realized at last the enormity of all the tumult that had plagued her when we were children. 

Mother turned and looked at me. Thick tears flowed down her reddened cheeks. I crawled 

towards her. She raised her hand and stopped me. She said, He said he’d come back only after his 

son accepts him. Every time he called, he asked, Does Shagun ask about me? 

Why didn’t you tell me earlier? 

Your father didn’t want you to hear the story and pity him. He wanted your love but not 

because of your pity. 

How was I supposed to love a man I knew nothing about? 
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He was your father. 

Is that enough? A biological fact? 

Why didn’t you ask? 

Ask whom? You? You would’ve given me another letter and gone back to your room. 

You didn’t ask me when you decided to hate him did you? 

I was fuming, and not wanting to say anything more, I went down and returned with a glass 

of glucose water which she accepted. It had turned dark; I switched on the light. 

She said, Last week his employer called. Four hundred slabs of concrete had given way at the 

construction site. Many workers, they— 

She putting the glass down on the table and sat up. He blamed it on your father. Can’t 

recover body, he said. He has a name for heaven sake. Why be so vile in your conduct? 

She fell silent again, this time for much longer. When she spoke, her voice was detached, 

calm. And so ended the life of a man who spent all his years living for me and my family. Died away 

from home. Buried with men from all over the world. No final rites. But I know what his final 

thought was. That he left without earning his son’s respect. 

As soon she uttered those words she fell asleep, as if that was what she waiting to say all 

along, the story that preceded the statement meant only to give it the weight of accumulated 

meaning. As much I was saddened to know the way his life ended, I could not dislodge the feeling 

that what I heard was not an account of my father’s struggles and sacrifices but a panegyric tribute to 

a hero who wasn’t a hero in my head; his qualities remained disembodied. How do I latch them 

together, person and deed?  
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I was reminded of the time when we were kids and Chitra gave us anecdotes about Father. 

Mother didn’t know. We were a family that thrived on omission. 

 

She appeared fresher next morning. She pulled a chair up to the window and spent the day looking 

at the sea, and in the evening, when the sun set, she returned and sat on her bed, humming a song: 

fair moon/come cradle my boy/soothe him with a puddle/of your milky light. 

I made us both cups of tea. Having it, she said, We had your hair shaving ritual when you 

were a year old. All arrangements had been made. We decorated the prayer room with flowers and 

oil lamps. All your sisters had smiles on their faces. But you just won’t let the barber touch your hair! 

The priest was getting impatient. So I took you from the barber. You melted, at home in your 

mother’s hands and the barber shaved you. The moment you realized what happened while you 

trusted me…how you scowled. You looked at me accusingly, as though I’d betrayed you.  

Mother laughed. I couldn’t get myself to laugh even though I knew it was the right thing to 

do. I felt in my chest the betrayal that the toddler I was had experienced.  

Come here, she said. I sat beside her. She curled her hand around my shoulder.  

She said, You cried so much that night. I had to sing this song for long to placate you.  

After a pause, she said, What happened to my father, to your father…I couldn’t express the 

love I felt for you, Shagun. But know that it was real as the pain I felt during childbirth.  

She likened love to pain. That felt like the correct thing to do. I believed her. 

She reclined her head on my shoulder. After my twelfth birthday it was only now that she 

touched me. Her touch contained a need for me. She had for the first time, articulated her love—
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not, I love my children, not I tried being a good mother to all of you, but I always loved you. I heard 

her voice form my name after years. 

I slowly closed my eyes and allowed myself to return her embrace, wrapping my hand 

clumsily around her shoulder. I said, Why didn’t you ask me to take my mask off when I came to 

visit you?  

She said, I thought if I ask you to it would seem like I was rejecting this path you’ve chosen. 

Oh, Shagun. When you have your child you’ll forgive your parents.  

My head reeled. How was I to tell her that the sort of domesticity I sought may perhaps 

never allow me the pleasure of a child?  

When she lay down the pictures stuck out from under her pillow. I took them and slipped 

out of the room, and entering the kitchen, I spread them out under the naked bulb, visual proofs of 

the physical spaces he’d built, with only one photograph of him, printed with a date—it was about 

six months ago— the construction site behind him a cooling plant on top of which a chimney 

smoked. I touched the wrinkles that appeared since I last saw him, on his forehead, by his mouth. 

What was he thinking of when he asked a colleague to photograph him? Did he say, with a smile, 

For my wife, in India? As he stood there, in those gray overalls, thumbs tacked to the pockets of his 

jeans, his visor-glasses smudged with fingerprints, did he think that someday I, his son, would see his 

picture with the hazel eyes that I’d inherited from him? 

The other pictures were in black-and-white: a fenced house with a woman in a skirt at the 

gate; a church on a hillock, a kite flying to the forefront; clouds pressing down on a glass-domed 

greenhouse; a dam, a man stepping out from a hole to the left, the torch on his helmet shooting a 
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beam of light; a power plant; four factories with neat geometric shapes that produced practical things 

in London. There was a photograph stuck to the back of one picture. I unpeeled it carefully. It was a 

fort-like building with an iron gate flanked on the inside by two guards, both standing behind walls 

and out of view, only their hands, holding guns at an angle, visible through the gate. There were 

dome-shaped grilled windows, and on examining them closely, I saw a hand clutching a grill, a 

rosary dangling from the thumb. I would’ve thought it was a monastery if the words Janak 

Reformatory and Jailhouse, Madhuban weren’t written behind the photo; I could trace the words on 

the photograph’s face. 

Father constructed a jail in the land mentioned in the epic Ramayana. The place where 

Ram’s wife was from. The wife he banished to the woods.  

Mother was up by the time I returned to her room. I returned the pictures to her and said, I 

didn’t know he constructed so many buildings. 

There’s a diary too. It came with the rest of his belongings his employer sent back.  

Why do you think there’s a note only on one photo? 

To remember I guess. 

You think he wanted to go back there? 

Or maybe he wanted someone to remember the place because it was named. 

She raised the edge of the bedcover and showed me Father’s trunk, its lid open, containing 

his material remains. I saw the overall he’d worn in the photograph, its fabric wrinkled, weathered, 

faded. It sat on his skin for days, absorbing his sweat and smells. It was closer to him than anything 

or anyone else had been in recent years. I cringed, though from what, I couldn’t tell. 
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Only to placate her, without meaning to, I said, I will read his diary someday. 

What if I hadn’t said those words? I often wondered afterwards. 

She said, See? Your son will read you.  

I looked up and found her staring at the ceiling. There, there, she said, I handed over your 

memories to your boy. Now I cannot bear to be away from you any longer.  

A gasp filled the air, mine or Mother’s, I couldn’t tell. She jerked her head towards the door 

and said, He’s here, the postman’s here, your father sent a letter! A manic urgency seemed to surface 

in her eyes. 

She leaped off the bed and crushing my fingers with her heel she ran past me, past the door, 

down the corridor. The fragrance of a ghost jasmine drugged me and I sat transfixed, listening to the 

thump of her naked feet on the floorboards, on a pair of squeaking wooden stairs.  

Then, I heard a sound so heavy it was a physical weight upon my body: I hunched my 

shoulders and clenched my teeth and jerked my head in time to the sound of flesh and bone 

dropped heavily and thrown down the edge of one wooden stair then another, a sound repeated, 

again and again and again and then one more time, followed by a heavy thud, the sound of a body 

violated followed by the voice of the body experiencing another kind violation, as if one triggered the 

other, the piercing wail that bloomed and exploded in the air the sound of not pain but of sorrow 

dammed for too long and receiving now a delayed, accumulated expression. 

There followed a wrinkled silence that closed in on me, pressed against my skin, poked a 

finger down my throat, choked me. I gasped and got up and stepped slowly out of the room and saw 

her supine in the foyer. They were no accidents, I thought again. Two I led to the boat, two to the 
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car. One I chased back to his exile, the other I maddened with hope into one final flight down the 

stairs. 

I took her head in my lap. She seemed to me a brave martyr, blood oozing out a gash above 

her eyebrow, her eyes open and calm. Father’s history, that she’d guarded all these years, she’d now 

handed over to a pair of younger hands that would place around it protective cupped palms—like a 

pair of parenthesis.  

Leaning over her I cried, not an adult’s tears, but uncontainable, scalding child’s tears that 

dripped into her eyes that turned moist and red and then overflowed, as though we were together 

mourning the loss of someone we both once knew and loved. 

 

I dug a grave in our backyard and cast into it two of her saris—her favorite black one, a bright 

fuchsia silk I loved her in. Then, I flung Father’s picture, where he stood in front of his cooling 

tower, the first color photograph in my family, paragliding over the wind’s body and coming to a 

rest on mother’s sari. I leveled the earth, clambered up the tree, lay down on a branch and hummed 

tunelessly: fair moon/come cradle my boy/soothe him with a puddle/of your milky light. 

I’ll remain there, I thought, on the tree branch, vegetating, starving, dying, rotting, seagulls 

picking me clean, carrying my carnal remains to their homes, reducing me to a skeleton that would 

lie upturned on the branch, swaying skeletal hands, clattering carpal bones, in the new autumn, 

leaves growing through my ribcage, a flower blooming in my skull. 
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But next morning, at daybreak, my dead being began to taste life: limbs hurting, gullet 

parched, head throbbing, eyelids heavy, and I understood: I will shamelessly survive, live through 

another loss, walk back into the world, an animal after all, so fucking greedy for life. 

I leaped off the branches and packed my bag. I struck a nail to the storywall and hung 

Mother’s picture on it. Right beside Father’s. Two old photos in which they young, their black-and- 

faces full of hope for the future that was yet to come. 

I said to his picture, I lost, Father. You won. She chose you over me. 
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{II}:{Scent Savior} 

 

The flower man sounded his cycle horn and waited, his weathered face washed in sweat. Placing one 

rupee coin in Mother’s wicker basket, I lowered it slowly with the rope tied to its handle. He looked 

confused perhaps because he saw me, not Mother—perhaps he didn’t know I was the son who 

greeted him from the porch steps, my schoolbooks opened but untouched, my afternoons lost to 

thoughts I had no recollection of. 

He took the rupee and slipped it into his shirt pocket, where it clinked against other coins.  

A basket tied to his backseat was piled with all his flowers. He measured a cubit of stringed jasmine, 

tip of forefinger to elbow, and placed it in my basket.  

They’ll smell better by night, he said when he saw me sniff them.  

I shut the window and imagined the flower man cycling down our street and to the back of 

our bungalow every Saturday at three, on his way to the picture hall, in time for the matinee. He’d 

sound his cycle horn but the window would be shut. He’d leave, try again in a week. Over time he’d 

stop by only once or twice a month. And someday he’d give up and forget the woman who appeared 

in the window of the pink bungalow to the end of the street, who lowered a basket with a coin. One 

rupee. Two cubits, add little more, she’d always say. He’d peddle past our street. And the relation 

between fragrance and my childhood home would end. 

The phone at home was dead. The receiver sounded like a seashell. As a child I thought a 

snail isn’t born deaf; he turns deaf after he takes up residence in a shell at whose core is the sound of 
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a storm. With time he loses his memory of sound but he senses a certain absence. He abandons one 

shell-home after another hoping to find someplace where absence is at last turned back to presence. 

I took the train back to Doon that night. I hadn’t shared my return date with Marc who 

would’ve come to receive me, nor with the school who may have sent a taxi to pick me up. 

At Doon, on getting off at platform number six, I saw a stray cow eating a Bollywood poster 

warped by heat, the legs of Sridevi gone, turned to cud in the creature’s mouth. A priest walked up 

to the cow and doused it with vermilion. An orange vapor clouded the air and left red stains on its 

white skin. I walked away rapidly, dragging my suitcase behind me, not stopping until I reached my 

lodge, my body, by then, despite it being early on a winter morning, drenched in sweat. 

 

Six days after returning, I roused myself from the lassitude I’d fallen into and left home, suitcase in 

tow—as if I had somewhere to go again, a ticket with a destination secured in my pocket— 

propelled by nothing more than a desperation to take some action, something simple and weightless, 

a gesture to tell myself that I would in time be ready to insert myself seamlessly in the flow of things. 

I spent the day in the campus garden, hoping to see no one I knew, not wanting to accept 

their condolences with a somber nod, to have a conversation with a student or colleague who 

assumes I’m doing all right and says, Your sub’s lecture had nothing to do with what you taught, or, 

Can you sub for me, two classes of Sanskrit Tragedy?  

When it turned dark and mosquitoes started buzzing in my ears, I got up and started walking 

back home, my suitcase wheels on the tar road a solitary sound cutting through the moonless night. 

Streetlights pockmarked the road with circles of bleach-yellow.  
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I passed by three tramps who stood around trashcan fire. They held out their hands and 

brought their palms to their faces. I opened my suitcase and took out my clothes that smelled of 

home: lemon detergent, yogurt, turmeric, old wooden surfaces. Familiarity turned to a chemical and 

left on clothes like a creature marking its territory. 

One after the other I fed them to the fire, shirts, pants, boxers, vests. Mother is the only one, 

I thought, to have received a Hindu funeral: holy basil, Ganges water, and a pyre. 

My hands enacted a snake-like movement from shoulder to crackling fire. From the myth of 

Sita talking to the fire god, asking him to purify her. 

With a foot I pushed the suitcase towards the tramps. It scratched against the road, it 

touched a bare ankle. They continued watching the fire, gaunt faces empty of every emotion. 

 

Not noticing Marc, who sat in the dark, cross-legged at my door, I almost tripped over him. 

You scared me, I said. 

I’m so sorry, he said.  

It’s okay, I didn’t fall. 

No, for your loss. 

How did you know?  

He powered a torch and showed me the wrinkled telegram. The school, when he went 

asking, had informed him that its prophecy had come true.  

I sat down next him. Were you checking on me every day? 

For the first five-six days. 
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If I did not come back, I thought, like the flower man, he would’ve stopped coming here 

altogether, his work, his friends, his music, erasing, like rust, one patch at a time, his memory of us. 

For how long do we remember after our senses lose their feed? How long can they travel together, 

absence and memory? 

He squeezed my hand. The receptionist, she said she’d call when you got back, guess she 

didn’t want me hanging around every morning or something, anyway, that’s why I stopped coming 

by, but you, you were in my thoughts every single day, man, please do not think it was otherwise. 

Because he sensed, with precision, the dismay contained in my silence, I hugged him and I 

cried for the first time since Mother died and then, I shared with him a memory that I hadn’t related 

to anyone so far, because whenever I thought back to that day, it was only their death that I 

remembered.  

After their fingers sank out of view and a sea-wave socked my face, I realized I’d have to tell 

Mother that they’d drowned. Only then did the enormity of what had happened sink in. 

I ran, through the port, its pell-mell, everyone searching for cover from the downpour but 

finding none, out into the fish bazaar, past fishermen’s wives who sat on their haunches under black 

awnings, the wet edges of their saris clinging to their ankles. 

A pain suddenly shot up my leg. I ignored it, but it returned, biting deeper this time, deep 

into my flesh, and I screamed and stopped and inspected my right foot and found a nail driven 

through my slipper, pinning it to my sole, releasing a red stream that fell into the rainwater flowing 

down the road to meet the sea. My blood will enter the bloated, gape-mouthed bodies of my sisters 

underwater, I absurdly thought, and panicked and tried to keep going: dragging my injured foot, 
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hopping on my healthy one; then giving in to the pain, I sat down, a sense of weary acceptance 

replacing the pressing panic, the relief of course being temporary; pain rushed back up nerves, 

bringing me to my knees, forcing me into its attendance. I hauled a rickshaw and asked him to drive 

me home. 

I showed up home with a bleeding foot and asked for five rupees, I said to Marc, 

withdrawing from his arms. After the rickshaw drove away, Mother asked, Where are the twins? 

After a moment passed, Marc unzipped his bag and opened a box the released into the night 

the smells of cauliflower curry and butter naan. He held it out and I sat there in the dark and 

devoured it all, eating like a savage, tearing the naan with my teeth, pushing the curry into my 

mouth by the fistful.  

I didn’t leave you any, I said. 

Let’s go in, he said. 

He pushed me into the shower, and as water washed over me, rainlike, I felt a sense of relief 

knowing that Marc was here. I called out, Will you stay with me for the night? 

He said from beyond the door, I’m not leaving even if you ask me to. 

You must think I have a sob story life. 

Don’t be absurd. And come out quickly. I got you something. 

Toweling my hair dry, I open the door and said, I gave my suitcase to tramps. 

You did not! 

And I did this. I enacted an exaggerated version of my performance, pushing my hands out 

and bringing them to my shoulder and turning on a single foot. 
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Marc laughed. Tsk-tsk. An exotic dervish dance wasted on a tramps. 

Trust a half-Brit to call everything exotic. 

Half-Brit? Adding to our racist vocabulary, are we, he said and gave me a book that smelled 

of jasmine. Perhaps he left the book under the flowering boughs on his terrace, and a heap of white 

flowers piled on the blue cover. 

Inside, pressed on each page, were three to four jasmines, gone pale, but not brown, reduced 

to their skeletal state, retaining their fragrance. Women from my town wore the flower in their hair 

when they went to temples. But Mother never went to a temple. The room where she waited for her 

husband, I thought jealously, was her shrine, his absence the relic to which she offered jasmine, the 

act concealed, for our sake, or perhaps for her own sake, as a fondness for the flower’s fragrance. 

Marc leaned and pressed his nose to the book that lay open in my hands. On the burning 

skin of my breath, the two scents met: the flowers from Marc’s terrace, entombed in a book, the 

flowers that Mother brought her nose. I heard both their breaths: Marc’s and Mother’s. A scent had 

been saved. It had been expanded to accommodate new meanings. Mother’s hand, collecting 

Father’s letters, touching our head to bless us on our birthdays, stitching our sweaters, turning the 

knob of her radio and listening, with a smile, to a crackled Geeta Dutt—it all assimilated in the 

fragrance of jasmine.  

Marc laid the bed and switched off the table lamp. A silence was fitted into the clock of that 

night, and it ticked its time away, second by delicate second. 
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I woke up in the wee hours to a rush of warmth on my neck and a weight on my belly. Marc slept 

with his head on my shoulder, his leg curled around my waist, one hand thrown across my chest and 

holding one arm—his elbow inches from my man breast, and against my other arm, his heartbeat 

breathed a soft, steady cadence. 

I relished for a moment our bodily closeness from which he’d kept me at bay. I ran my 

fingers through his hair and pressed my lips to his eyebrow, soft, hairy, hard underneath. When what 

I feared began, I turned, displacing his body. 

His head fell on the mattress and rose swiftly and I closed my eye and lay on my front to 

conceal the pounding in my chest. He leaned over my face, his chin on my cheek, his hand on my 

arm. I affected a slow, deep breath. He kissed my ear and dropped his head back to the pillow and 

fell asleep. 

After waiting a few minutes, I turned and let linger my drowsy gaze upon his face in the dim 

blue light of predawn, and at some point, without quite wanting to, fell into a dreamless sleep. 
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{III }:{Can I Be A Crow?} 

 

Chitrangada must be a puppet to begin with, I said. 

It was the night of Sharad Poornima, when, the Hindus believe, the moon shimmers with 

brightness so exquisite that the gods walk the sky to partake of the moon’s milk and the celestial 

dancers step out of heaven so moonlight might wash away their blemishes and leave on their skin a 

pearly glow. 

In an open field, I met them after an year, Nandi and his actors, the permanent and the 

seasonal ones, those who were farmers when they were not performing, working on their fields 

between March and October, harvesting their crop and then, setting the remains of their fields on 

fire and watching their land turn to a patch of crackling flames, dead stems and roots turned to 

organic ash, mingling with the mud and turning to manure, their earth hibernating in the winter, 

covered in frost, as they, the farmers, traveled with Nandi to begin their lives as performers, the 

brown of mud on their faces replaced with paint, they filling the dark, instead of the bright hours, 

with their breath of labor, as they performed deep into the night or in the wee hours. 

We have such talented actors, said Nandi, encompassing, with a sweep of his hand his 

performers. And you want a puppet to be the main character? 

I saw heads nod in the moonlight. I said, We have to reexamine the story of Chitrangada for 

my suggestion to make sense. 

From a Hindi translation, the parchment pages awash in moonlight, I read the story of 

Chitrangada, the mythic transsexual, the princess who’s made to believe, in her growing years, that 
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she’s a boy, who falls in love with Arjuna, the Pandava prince who’s cursed to be a woman for a year. 

And so Chitrangada becomes first his groom then bride. 

I see your point, Nandi said. She has no say in her gender until she meets Arjuna. So she’s as 

controlled by her father like a puppet. 

Yes, exclaimed one of the actors. After she’s in control of her life we could have two actors 

play her: one when she’s Arjuna’s husband, one when she’s his wife. 

A third actor can play her when she romances Arjuna’s wife Draupadi, I said. 

We can end with a dance, said someone else. Tandav maybe? 

Siva’s dance of ecstasy—my crew had begun to season my idea with their own flavors, 

backgrounds, histories, predilections. 

Three actors is fine, Nandi said. But you will not show two women romance. 

Approaching the play with this perspective, I thought with dismay, will be an antithesis to 

the essential message of the story: the body is only an earthly suit, and irrespective of our sex, our 

essential nature, masculine or feminine, shapes the nature of our desire. 

Persuasion, I knew, would not work with Nandi. So I used another method. Deviation. In 

the spirit of street theater, I told myself. Without explicitly agreeing to Nandi’s orders or challenging 

them, I read from a spiral notebook the logistical aspects of the performance: the allocation of stage 

space, one side the forest, where Chitrangada and Arjuna meet, the other side the palace, doubling as 

Chitrangada’s parental and marital home, the shape of and imagery on the backdrop, the costumes 

and the trinkets to be worn, the dialogues— Khadiboli Hindi seasoned with Brajbhasha to appease 

both our academic audience and the villagers from around Doon who were bound to come watch us 
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perform, the moments that must be performed in detail, those that may be summarized in voiceover. 

I described all of it in great detail and then solicited their opinions and noted them down furiously.  

All the actors will be from our troupe this time, I said, Except for Draupadi.  

We spoke for a while longer, huddled in the cold air, deciding on who will play each role. 

We agreed to perform the play in three weeks. After the rest of the troupe left, Nadir and Saaya 

planting slobbering kisses on my cheek and telling me they’d break my neck if I didn’t join them 

soon for a meal, Nandi and I stood on the empty field, the moon overhead, the ground below a 

smear of creamy moonshine.  

He squeezed my shoulder. You’ll set a good example for the rest. You saw the easier life and 

still choose to come back to us. You should talk to troupe about your experience. 

I gulped uneasily, uncertain as I was about going back, though I didn’t dare to say as much 

to Nandi. What are we doing in Benaras? 

The ocean myth. In the Ganges. Our stage will be a ten boats tied together. 

I want to play Dhanvantri! 

Nandi laughed. I know you do. You’re obsessed with the Medicine Man. 

That’s because of my sister. She also read to me from The Matsya Purana. 

Nandi said, That’s a rare document. She had it? 

In Sanskrit. What command she had over the language. She lived the stories. 

We spoke for a while longer. About Chitra. And Chitrangada. 
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The light in the kitchen still wasn’t working, so with the fridge door open, I made us coffee and sat 

next to Marc and closed the door—a wave of mist escaping into the wedge of yellow that narrowed 

into darkness, leaving us to the moonlit reflection of the grilled window, a crosshatched white on the 

floor. I shared with Marc what transpired with Nandi and told him the story of Chitrangada. A man 

who’s really a woman, I said, with an air of near-celebration, pleased as I was with the story, with 

how we were enacting it, so what if had to maneuver the situation to bring about this desired 

consequence? Stating the outcome out loud became somehow a justification of the means I’d used to 

achieve it. 

He sniffed his coffee, drank some and gargled with it before he gulped it down. He wiped his 

lips with his thumb. Chitrangada doesn’t find love until she faces who she really is. You see? 

The story’s censored out of most translations. Or worse: it’s there but terribly watered down. 

It’s like I’m reading another story. We’re doing the original. Scene for scene. That’s exciting to me. 

I sensed, immediately, a shift in his mood, a darkening, revealed by his breath, held for long, 

then exploding upon the beached silence like a storm.  

I panicked and, instead of placating him with a well-thought-out, revised response, one that 

didn’t wildly miss the mark of his expectation—I told myself I didn’t know what it was, when in fact 

I knew precisely to what he was referring—I said, If I join my troupe this may be my last gig with 

the school. Wish me luck! 

You quitting? Were you going to tell me after the fact? Fancy receiving a postcard from you. 

Oh, by the way, I left Doon. See you later. 

If I join the troupe. I don’t know yet. 
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He set his cup down heavily and got up with the agile elasticity of a rubberband pulled taut 

and released and thinking he was about to strike me I shielded my face with my hand and gasped. 

We occupied, it seemed, a moment stolen from the flow of time and held in abeyance until 

it curdled. The kitchen air turned static. The fridge started to buzz. A wave of heat rose up my neck, 

and lowering my hand slowly, crouched on the floor, I watched him stand by the sink, moonlight 

from the floor reflected on his face, pale, watered down. He pressed a thumb to his chin, ran four 

fingers, slowly, up and down his jaw, and regarded me with a deadpan face, his lips slightly parted, a 

darkness gleaming in the hollow of his mouth.  

Who, I wonder, Marc said, do you take me to be?  

He kneeled in front of me, one eye shadowed, the other a lake of liquid moonlight, in that 

his blue eyeball afloat.  

He tapped my forehead lightly with his knuckles. What order of villains are they, the Marcs 

in here? 

I slouched some more, careful not to venture into a response, to not further ruin his mood 

with speech. The edge of his mouth twitched, straining to hold a quarter of a smirk, a crimson 

smoke spreading on the surface of his moonlit skin, his anger not channeled into language, finding 

release in color.  

The tokens of affections we’d exchanged, the lightness that brought us together, the easy 

banter, the pleasure found in the precise comprehension of the needs of the other—this knowledge 

then choreographing our behavior: it all seemed relegated to an inaccessible dark attic as we sat in 
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the kitchen and watched each other, he looking down, I up, the air between us taking on the quality 

of barbed wire. 

A jingle entered the silence. His car key winked moonlight. His movement released my 

body, and leaning forward, I let my fingers cling to the cold floor by his feet, shamefaced children 

offering themselves up for punishment, for him to raise his leg and bring it down with force and 

crush my knuckles. 

When he didn’t take the bait, I wrapped my fingers around his shoe and caressed its cold, 

shiny leather. Stay back for the night. I get anxious when you get mad. I want peace. 

And I, I care for clarity and forthrightness over cowardly peace. 

My fingers continued to coax his shoe. He didn’t object. 

Why are you so angry, I said, in a voice so low that he wore a frown and leaned towards me 

his frowning face, a hand cupped around his ear, and instead of repeating myself, I said, Forgive me 

for making you angry. 

You’ve ignored the one bloody thing I asked of you. Surely you know you’re due for some 

self-righteousness indignation on my part. 

When I looked at him blankly, he said, There you go. Blindness is your default, you see. 

Stop blinking at me like bloody fish. Do you even remember our little chat or not? 

He tone was placid, and if we were in a park, passersby would take our exchange to be a 

rehearsal, two actors too tired from practice to bring their voices alive with their characters’ intent. 

How can I forget, after the price you made me pay.  
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Price did you say? Help me here. How do I begin talking about going endlessly from guilt 

for my decision to anger at your inaction, the goddamned suffering of it? 

I’m sorry. 

Don’t bloody apologize, don’t you go oiling my sympathy nerve. Don’t you dare. Don’t 

make me say it’s okay and cover up for the shame that I know you feel. It’s all over your face. Tell 

me. What you’ve done after our chat.  

Not tonight. I’m mentally exhausted. Please. 

From deviation games I’d imagine? You were quite chipper in your telling of the episode. 

Outside, from somewhere below, a man’s cackled laughter rose into the night, followed by a 

sound, something like a brush moving swiftly against thick fabric. 

Cracking his knuckles, Marc said, You want to spend the night with me, then you’re going 

to have come to my place. And I’ve had a long day. Work, then putting a song together. So I’ll crash 

as soon as we get there. 

My fingers tightened around his shoe. You tired? You’ll let me give you a foot massage?  

That won’t be necessary.  

I only want to help. 

You want to compensate for not doing what you’re supposed to do. 

We sat there a moment, and I wished I could allow Marc and me to be lovers in the manner 

we sought. Wished I was a crow that could sit on the electricity wire of my body and not feel a thing 

Then he rose and I withdrew my hand and followed him out the room, down the stairs, into 

his jeep, and after he drove us away, I realized I hadn’t brought with me a toothbrush or change of 
























































































































































































































































