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The Feeling With No Name

Class 4 — When the world was still small

Aryan didn't notice her for the first two months of school.

He noticed other things. He noticed that the ceiling fan in 4-B made a clicking sound on every third rotation — not loud, just a small tap, like a fingernail on a desk — and that after the first week you stopped hearing it, the way you stop hearing traffic if you live near a road. He noticed that Mrs. Pillai, who taught them everything because that was how Class 4 worked, pressed too hard on the chalk when she was making a point and too softly when she thought something was obvious, so the obvious things were always harder to read than the important ones. He noticed that the boy two seats to his right — Rohan something, the last name never stuck — picked at the corner of his textbook cover every single day from September onward. By November the corner was gone and Rohan had started on the spine.

He was, as his mother said, observant. His father said he was slow to get to the point. Both of them were probably right.

But Meera, who sat two rows ahead and slightly to the left, he did not notice. Not for September. Not for most of October. She was just a girl in his class. Part of the furniture.

Then one Tuesday in late October, he noticed her.

The fractions lesson. Mrs. Pillai had drawn a circle on the board and was dividing it into parts, explaining — probably for the third time that term — what a quarter meant. Meera had a small frown on her face. Not the frown of someone who didn't understand. The frown of someone who was listening hard, trying to hold the whole thing together before any of it slipped. Aryan had seen that frown before. His mother wore it when reading something difficult.

Then Sunita, who sat beside Meera and laughed at everything including things that weren't funny, whispered something. And Meera's frown broke.

She smiled. The small kind — there before her face had decided whether to allow it, gone almost immediately, and then she was back to the fractions.

Aryan felt something move in his chest.

That was the only way he could ever describe it. Something moved. The way your heart shifts when you roll over in sleep — you feel it briefly, you're aware for a second that there's an actual organ in there with weight, and then it settles. Except this didn't settle. This stayed moved.

He sat with his pencil in his hand and the fan clicked and Mrs. Pillai kept writing and the room continued completely normally.

He thought: what was that.

He spent the rest of the afternoon going through the motions — subjects, lunch with Prashant and Deepak, the walk home, homework, dinner, television with Priya, teeth, bed — and underneath all of it, like a note being played in a room one floor below, there was this feeling. Warm. Inexplicable. Slightly too large for him.

He thought: it'll be different by morning.

It was not different by morning.

*     *     *
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His home was Flat 3B in a building called New Residency on a street that was neither new nor residential in any particular sense. The building had been new in 1987 and was now thirty-seven years old and showing it — slowly, unevenly, the whole thing still functional but not pretending otherwise.

The lift worked most of the time. When it didn't, you climbed three flights, and on the second floor landing the third step from the top creaked, and Aryan had been stepping over it since he was small enough that stepping over it required a small jump.

His father, Suresh, left at eight with his briefcase and came back at seven smelling of the outdoors and talcum powder and the particular tiredness of a man who has spent the day among other people's numbers. He was not a talkative man. He showed love through presence — by being at dinner, by asking how school went even when the asking was effort, by simply being there, reliably, every evening.

His mother, Sunanda, taught Mathematics at a girls' school two kilometres away. Home by four-thirty, bag full of papers to mark, tea going cold beside her at the kitchen table. She had the patience of someone who had practised it professionally for twenty years, and she distributed it carefully between school and home.

His sister Priya was seven. She had decided she would be a veterinarian and announced this at every available opportunity. She was loud and certain and had no concept of indoor voice, and Aryan found her exhausting and comforting in equal measure.

His Nani Ma, his mother's mother, lived in the back room that had once been storage. Barely large enough for her cot, her cupboard, her side table with its glass of water and framed photograph of his grandfather. She occupied it with the authority of someone who could make any space feel designed for them. Small. Precise. And possessed of the quality that very old people sometimes develop — an ability to notice things that younger people miss because younger people are too busy performing their lives to actually observe them.
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