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1. Pink 

Parvati tugged at the string around her neck. It was a "rudraksha" seed, the black seed that grew on the mountain, the kind of seed said to have been the source of the whole universe. Her mother had tied it around her neck as a talisman against the evil eye, a precaution especially for girls who were coming of age. 

Parvati was just beginning to demonstrate the first bloom of puberty - buds of breasts, her straight hair beginning to cascade in waves, the fuzz on her legs turning darker, her silky smooth cheeks turning up tiny bumps. 

Her mother worried, as men on the street looked at her daughter. She draped her with her dupatta, her arm wrapped around her daughter for further protection, and insisted that the girl tie up her luxurious hair. 

Parvati was oblivious. She repeatedly shrugged off her mother's embrace, slipped free of her hand, skipped ahead, and even hiked up her skirts as she ran. Her hair began to unwind from its braids, curls loosening at her temples. Her chest heaved with the exercise, and her cheeks bloomed, a slight pink dawning over them. 

She stopped when arrested by the sight of a bangle vendor, the wares spread like confections of every color, glistening in the afternoon light. Parvati turned, her face ready with a look of pleading and sweetness she knew her mother could never resist. 

But her mother wasn't there. 

Picking up her long shiny skirt again in her fists, she raced back across the street crossing, her eyes scanning for her mother's muted mango-yellow sari with paisley designs all over it. She darted back and forth, turning to look, her eyes increasingly panicked. 

As she ran, she crashed into an oncoming pedestrian - a man twice her size in height and girth, it seemed. He looked to her like a classic movie villain: dark, shiny skin, a mustache with ends curled, and dressed in all white. He grinned down at her, "Enna ma, are you lost?" he chuckled. 

She sheepishly backed away from the kindly man, and traced the route they had taken backwards. She was not exceptionally good with directions, but she was able to follow this path that they had taken week after week when shopping. 

Not far from home, she found herself in a little gully where everyone had gone inside for the evening already. A pack of older boys approached, their eyes gleaming. They were handsome teens, well-dressed, but looked cocky and walked with a swagger Parvati could not place until they were nearly upon her. 

One grabbed her arm a little too hard and smirked. "Pretty," he said, turning to the others. Parvati tried to twist away, but he held firm. "Let me go, jerk!" she said, still thinking about where her mother might have gone. 

Another boy grabbed the other arm. "What's your rush?" he asked, tapping his cheek. He let go of her arm and placed his hand on her cheek. 

Instinctively, Parvati's hand went to her necklace. Before she could even think about running away, the boys all backed away and shielded their eyes, as if a bright light were in their faces. 

She, too, felt that a bright pink light was glowing, but she couldn't locate the source of it. She looked down, and saw that the rudraksha had cracked open, and the shafts of light from it were blinding. The boys were on the ground now, as if weakened. 

Quickly, she turned and ran back towards the market. She turned corner after corner, wending her way. Then she crashed into someone. 

"Abbadi! There you are! I've been so worried!" her mother said. "What have I told you? Don't run ahead. You're lucky nothing happened to you. Do you know I've been searching and searching..." her mother went on, dusting off Parvati’s clothes, straightening her hair, checking that she was okay. 

As her mother kept talking, Parvati sighed in relief. She let go of her seed necklace, where the light had already faded to nothing. She threw her arms around her mother. 

"I'll never leave you again, Amma."  




2. The Bead 

The day she turned ten, Amma had threaded the seed onto a cotton thread freshly smeared yellow with turmeric. Turmeric for cleanliness and health and safety. 

The rudraksha seed grew only on the mountainsides in the north. Parvati’s mother’s mother had sent it to her with a distant cousin traveling from the Himalayas. He had carried the seed, wrapped in pages of some music, which was wrapped carefully in cloth, and then for waterproofing, in an empty noodle packet, close to his chest, hoping its spiritual benefits would rub off on his upcoming business ventures. 

When it reached Parvati, it no longer had the fresh smell of trees and soil Paatti had inhaled when she gathered it from the forest floor. It was withered and shriveled, but unlike other rudraksha seeds Parvati saw in the market for sale, this one was perfectly round, entirely black, and covered in so many tiny bumps they could never be counted. 

The bumps were like a little massage against her fingers, so that whenever Parvati was anxious or worried or upset, she rubbed the bead with her fingerprints, the texture smoothing the wrinkles in her forehead. 

The bead never seemed to wear down, and it stayed dark and dry even when she bathed wearing it. In a few months, it became as much a part of her as her hair.  

But the bead was otherwise just a normal bead, wrapped in string and metal rather than drilled through, to preserve its powers, made into a necklace Parvati could wear. The only inklings she had of its special powers were, first, that her grandmother had sent it specially from so far away when many were available locally (though at exorbitant prices). Second, Parvati found that when she held the bead, she did feel measurably calmer, and perhaps even brave. Amma kept reminding her to say a prayer over the bead, but Parvati never remembered.  




3. The Mirror 

At home, Parvati went into the bedroom she and Amma shared in their two-room flat. She flattened her body against the door, trying to catch her breath. 

In the tall mirror that hung on the front of the bureau, she examined the seed. It seemed intact. No cracks or jagged edges. It was as round and bumpy as before.  

She tried undoing the string tied around her neck to get a closer look but it was tied with the traditional three knots. The only way to remove it was to break the string, and she wouldn’t incur Amma’s anger, or disappointment, for that. 

Instead, she leaned closer and closer to the mirror, until she could make out the tiny bumps on the seed individually. Unlike other seeds she had seen, this one had no lines running across it and had just one “face.” The black bumps, upon closer inspection, were really a very dark brown instead, and truly black at their base.  

Her bead was attached to the string by means of a hole drilled in the center. It was probably made by Paatti, or someone that Paatti hired for the job.  

Parvati tried to get close enough to see inside the hole, but instead bumped her head against the mirror. She tried snatching the bead back before it cracked the mirror. 

To her surprise, her fingers slipped into the mirror’s surface, where the bead had gone in. It was as if the mirror were mercury, or water, and the bead made the vertical surface into liquid. 
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