
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Dancing Boy

By:

Akshay Tyagi


The Dancing Boy

Copyright © 2020 by Akshay Tyagi

All Rights Reserved.

ISBN: 9798297166073

––––––––

Published by Akshay Tyagi.

atyagi@yahoo.com

Printed in The United States of America.

––––––––

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to persons living or dead, locales or events is purely coincidental.

––––––––

This book, or any portions of it, may not be reproduced in any form or by any means without the express written consent of the author and publisher. 


In memory of my parents

The Dancing Boy  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 1
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Radhey waited silently outside his mother’s chamber as she led her special visitor, Chaudhary Narpat Singh, inside and closed the door behind them. She had instructed him to keep watch on the neighbors and alert her if anyone came looking. To distract him—and perhaps to divert his curiosity—she had handed him a pouch of assorted marbles.

Radhey had no friends. These colorful glass spheres were his only companions, and he had assigned each one a name, as if they were part of his little army. The largest, a milky-white glass sphere with blue swirls, he called Unta. It was his striker. Radhey would crouch low, line up his shot from six feet away, and flick Unta toward a group of smaller marbles scattered on the ground—like a dart game, only the dart was a glass marble and the bullseyes were his multicolored targets. He only had to hit one to win the whole lot. Of course, playing alone meant he owned all the marbles anyway, but the real thrill lay in the challenge—the satisfaction of a clean strike, the sense of purpose. It was his way of obeying his mother’s command to stay busy. And when, after a series of failed shots, he finally struck a target dead-on, he leapt into the air with uncontained joy, momentarily forgetting his duty as a lookout. 

But the joy was short-lived. Strange, rhythmic moans leaked from inside the room. Radhey paused mid-motion, marbles clutched in his fist. Curious, he crept to the door and pressed his face to the crack.

He could see only a sliver of the room, but it was enough. With one eye closed and the other fixed, he watched. His mother, Luchhmi, lay naked on a worn jute mat, her legs raised, Narpat atop her, moving rhythmically with his weight pressed into his palms. They were both sweating, gasping, their bodies locked in a kind of dance Radhey could not understand. Her hands clutched his shoulders as if to keep him from flying away. Her anklets jingled with the motion; her glass bangles clattered, on the verge of shattering.

Luchhmi wrapped her legs around Narpat’s waist, silencing her anklets but not their breathy chorus. Occasionally, her hands would slide down to his back, pressing, pulling, matching his rhythm. His hands wandered too—across her breasts, down her hips. At times he gripped her arm, anchoring her like she might escape the moment. She didn’t resist. Her movements were not of struggle, but of participation.

Then, slowly, their motion ebbed. The noise quieted. Narpat untangled himself and rose to his feet, reaching for his clothes. Luchhmi remained on the mat, chest heaving, face flushed. A sheen of sweat glistened across her breasts, neck, and brow. She reached for her sari, drew it over herself without haste.

Narpat said nothing. He pulled a few folded bills from his pocket and dropped them onto her half-covered chest. She looked at him sidelong, expression unreadable—her eyes sending an unspoken invitation, her lips a quiet thank-you. He didn’t respond. He adjusted his shirt and walked away.

Radhey stood frozen, his marbles forgotten. What he had seen meant nothing and everything—an experience far too complex for a nine-year-old to process. His mouth was dry. His body stiff. His thoughts silent.

As Narpat approached the door, Radhey jolted into awareness. He darted away, crouched on the ground, and resumed his game in clumsy mimicry, as if nothing had happened. Narpat stepped past him without a glance.

Inside, Luchhmi was getting dressed—if it could be called that. She tied her petticoat high on her waist, slipped on a torn blouse to corral her heavy breasts, and wrapped her soiled sari around her body. She wore no undergarments.

Once Narpat was gone, Radhey rushed in. He was panting, though he hadn’t run.

“Ma... are you okay?” he asked, almost in tears.

“Yes. What nonsense. Why are you asking?” she snapped, straightening her sari.

“I thought he hurt you,” he said, eyes wide.

She ignored his question, tucking the bills into her blouse. “I’m fine. Go play outside.”

“But I heard... it sounded like—”

“I said go,” she cut him off, her tone sharp now. “And don’t you dare talk to anyone about this. Not a word.”

Radhey didn’t argue. He stepped out, dazed and confused. The marbles lay untouched.

In the 1970s, Bandipur was a small, sleepy farming village, home to about two thousand souls. Nestled in the rough plains of western Uttar Pradesh, it lay some thirty kilometers west of Meerut. Life here moved slowly, bound by traditions and the rhythms of the land. The village was a mosaic of communities—landowning farmers, farm laborers, barbers, weavers, carpenters, washermen, potters, janitors, shopkeepers, water porters, wandering doctors, and priests.

Among them, Narpat Singh stood at the top of the economic ladder. His family owned vast ancestral plantations that made him one of the most powerful men in Bandipur. Socially, however, he remained a step below the priests, for wealth alone could not rival the spiritual authority of caste.

The village’s self-sustaining economy revolved around men like Narpat, whose land dictated the livelihood of dozens of families. His favor—or his displeasure—could make or break lives. People respected him, some feared him, and many, like Phoolwa and his family, depended on him for survival.

Narpat was in his early-thirties, tall, broad-shouldered, and strikingly handsome. A proud mustache, always curled upward, was both his ornament and his declaration of status. In those days, only the higher castes were allowed the privilege of twirling their mustaches upward; it was a symbol of masculine pride, a small but fierce boundary drawn in a deeply hierarchical society. Lower castes were strictly forbidden such displays.

The village still told tales of a farm laborer’s son who, decades ago, had dared to curl his mustache in defiance. Word of his insolence spread like wildfire, reaching the ears of the landowners and priests, who saw it as a grave insult. A panchayat was summoned—a council of five high-caste men acting as judge and jury. The boy and his family were dragged before the council. His parents, trembling with fear, begged for forgiveness, their heads bowed, hands folded. The boy had already flattened his mustache in submission, but mercy was not on offer. The verdict came swiftly: one side of his mustache was shaved off, and he was paraded through the village atop a donkey, his face smeared black, humiliated under the jeers of onlookers. No one had ever dared to repeat the offense.

Narpat lived in Chaudhary’s haveli, a sprawling house in the village center. Built by his grandfather some fifty years ago, it was a proud structure of brick and lime, with wide verandahs and a large, sunlit courtyard. Its rooms were spacious, capable of housing eight to ten people each, arranged in a square around the central courtyard. The layout was deliberate, designed to grant privacy to the women of the household, while the men conducted their affairs in the outer quarters.

In front of the house, a raised patio stood under the shade of a massive neem tree. Four flights of stone steps led from the main road to the patio, which served as the threshold to the baithak, the men’s gathering room. This was where the men of the house, and their chosen guests, would socialize over hookah, gossip, and local politics.

Narpat’s grandfather had been a gregarious man, known for his generosity. Travelers and strangers passing through Bandipur were often invited to rest at the haveli. Yet, despite his open hospitality, he remained fastidious about caste rules. He would never share his own hookah with men of lower castes—not out of fear of illness but as a matter of social propriety. To manage this, he kept separate hookahs for each caste, easily identifiable by their water pots: terracotta for the lower castes, copper for the upper working classes, brass for his own, and aluminum for men of other religions. Each pipe was a silent but clear reminder of where one stood in the hierarchy. Visitors accepted these invisible walls; they were simply part of life.

A hookah-keeper lived at the haveli, employed in exchange for food and lodging. His task was to keep the hookahs glowing for the old man and his guests. If a lower caste visitor joined, he was expected to prepare everyone else’s hookah before touching his own. The rules were firm but rarely questioned.

When the grandfather passed away, much of that old hospitality vanished. The baithak no longer welcomed strangers freely. The hookah-keeper left for the city. In its place, the baithak became a venue for weddings, a resting place for the groom’s entourage. On Sunday evenings, neighbors would gather to watch films on Narpat’s black-and-white television, the first in the village. The television, placed on the verandah, would flicker images to a crowd squatting on the patio, though the best seats—chairs and charpoys—were reserved for family and close friends. The rest peered from behind, their view often blocked, but no one complained.

During the monsoon, when farm work slowed, a few men would gather under the neem tree to play cards, smoking bidis instead of the elaborate hookahs of the past. The once-prized hookahs now lay neglected in a dusty back room of the baithak, relics of a bygone era—silent artifacts of a time when caste and conversation entwined over curling tendrils of smoke.

Phoolwa, Radhey’s father, belonged to the lower caste of farm laborers and lived on the outskirts of Bandipur. The village layout itself mirrored the social hierarchy: the landowners and upper castes occupied the center, while laborers, weavers, and other working communities were relegated to the periphery. Long ago, the landowners had settled these lower caste families near the fields, both to ensure labor at hand and to maintain social distance.

The laborers’ homes were small mud-walled thatches with no windows, but they opened to an expanse of green farmland that stretched beyond the horizon. Each home had a tiny courtyard enclosed by a low mud wall, barely five feet high. People of the same caste clustered together, forming sub-groups within the larger community. While the physical boundaries were porous, the social walls were rigid and unspoken.

Caste rules were followed with an unquestioned finality. Relationships between high-caste men and lower-caste women, though disapproved of, were tolerated in silence. But the reverse—a lower-caste man with a higher-caste woman—was unthinkable and often punished by blood. Inter-caste marriages were a direct invitation to violence. This was the reality people had absorbed into their bones. It was not discussed; it was simply the way things were.

Phoolwa worked on Narpat’s plantation, season after season, sunrise to sunset. During harvest, his wife, Luchhmi, often joined him in the fields. His elder son, Satte, fifteen, had already become a full-time worker, his hands blistered from gripping sickles. Radhey, still too young, stayed home, though his destiny too was bound to the same fields. School was never considered—education was a luxury meant for the higher castes. For Phoolwa’s family, survival meant labor.

Phoolwa’s body bore the story of his life. He was short and wiry, with skin darkened and cracked by years of harsh sun and unrelenting work. Though barely in his late thirties, he looked closer to sixty. His clothes were tattered and faded, and he owned only one spare set, carefully folded in a dented tin box for weddings or visits to relatives. His everyday garments—oversized, hand-me-downs from landowners—hung on a wooden peg inside the single-room house. Two other pegs held Luchhmi’s meager wardrobe: four worn saris, all discarded by Narpat’s wife. The children had no pegs; their clothes were piled on top of the tin box.

Despite his family’s loyalty and generations of service, Phoolwa’s possessions were negligible. The mud house they lived in had been built by his grandfather, and food was always just enough to keep them standing. His life was a cycle of toil and acceptance. He did not question the order of things—how could he? His father’s life had been the same, and his grandfather’s before that.

Luchhmi, about thirty, was strikingly beautiful in a way that seemed almost defiant of her social position. Her skin was dark, yet smooth and radiant; her figure was full and curvaceous, barely contained by the thin, patched fabric of her clothes. Her large, almond-shaped eyes could cut through the haze of any room. Her lips were full, and her nose sharp and straight—features that made heads turn even when she walked barefoot through the village.

Radhey, by contrast, looked nothing like his parents. He was fair-skinned, with delicate, sharp features and wide, innocent eyes that gave him an almost angelic presence. At nine, he still spent most of his time with his mother, following her like a shadow when she wasn’t working in the fields. He adored her and depended on her for comfort in a world that often felt hard and unfriendly.

The fate of Phoolwa’s family was sealed, generation after generation. Though they were not officially slaves, their existence was tied to the landowners’ fields as surely as any chain. Radhey’s future had already been written: soon enough, he would join his brother and father under Narpat’s watchful eye.

To them, there was no other path, no dream beyond survival. The idea of escaping this cycle of labor was almost unimaginable. Even if someone had whispered the possibility of a different life, neither Phoolwa nor Luchhmi could have believed it. For them—and for many like them—freedom was a concept that belonged to someone else’s world.
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It was ten years ago—about a year before Radhey was born.

The colors of Holi, once fierce and unyielding, had finally washed away. In their place, the land had draped itself in gold. Ripened wheat fields stretched to the horizon, a molten sea under the warm spring sun, broken here and there by the emerald patches of sugarcane standing tall like silent sentinels. Wildflowers, painted in every hue of nature’s palette, bloomed freely along the edges of the fields, their fragrance rising like whispered prayers into the breeze. Honeybees, dizzy with nectar, floated from blossom to blossom, their hums blending with the rustle of wheat stalks.

The days had begun to grow hotter, but the mornings and evenings were still softened by a dry westerly wind—a fleeting mercy before the furnace of summer would descend. It was the height of the harvest season. For an entire year, families had waited for this time, measuring their survival by the grains that would fill their clay jars. Farmers, laborers, and their wives moved through the fields with scythes and calloused hands, their sweat mingling with the earth as they earned their share from the landowners.

Phoolwa was among them that day.

His wife, Luchhmi, and their five-year-old son, Satte, worked alongside him on Narpat’s farm. Radhey was still a dream, a year away from taking his first breath. Together, Phoolwa and Luchhmi stooped in rhythm, cutting the ripened wheat with sickles, bundling the stalks, and tying them into neat sheaves. Narpat had hired temporary laborers for the season, but Phoolwa, trusted for his diligence, had been given the responsibility of supervising them. The day was long and punishing. The cropping, bundling, and stacking continued until the sun sank into the horizon, and the fields were bathed in the pale, forgiving light of the moon.

That night was a full moon night, bright enough to turn the golden fields silver. The temporary laborers had gone home, but Phoolwa, Luchhmi, and Satte stayed behind, waiting for Narpat to arrive. It was customary for him to inspect the day’s harvest and distribute each worker’s share.

In the moonlight, Luchhmi’s face shone with a quiet beauty, her fatigue softened by the milky glow. The glint of her modest silver anklets and glass bangles sparkled with each movement, as though they were tiny stars scattered across her limbs. Narpat’s eyes, catching sight of her, lingered longer than was proper. She was in early twenties, but hard labor had sculpted her body into a form both strong and soft, a presence impossible to ignore.

Luchhmi sensed his gaze. She was no stranger to the hunger in a man’s eyes. She pretended to adjust her sari, covering one shoulder, only for the other side to slip—an unspoken game of veil and reveal. Their eyes met, darted away, and met again. Slowly, she found herself no longer shrinking from his gaze. Instead, a strange thrill stirred within her, as if the moonlight itself had woven a net of secret understanding between them.

Narpat caught the flicker of a smile on her lips, small and shy yet unmistakably inviting. He took it as consent, though no word had passed between them, the tension simmered like water at the edge of a boil.

Phoolwa, unaware of the silent storm brewing, gathered Satte, who had grown tired and hungry. He told Narpat he would take his son home for food and return with dinner for Luchhmi. Narpat nodded absentmindedly, already calculating the moment of opportunity. As Phoolwa and Satte disappeared into the distance, the night grew quieter. The field, bathed in moonlight, became their stage.

Narpat approached Luchhmi without preamble, his breath heavy, his eyes locked on her as if drawn by some primal current. She stood still, neither retreating nor advancing. He took her arms, his grip firm. She gasped, half in protest, half in anticipation. Her body betrayed her, leaning into the warmth of his touch. When his arms wrapped around her, she pretended to resist for a moment, but it was a fragile defiance, one that melted quickly.

He pushed her gently but insistently onto a stack of bundled wheat. The scent of fresh-cut stalks mixed with the salt of sweat in the cool air. His hands roamed with unrestrained urgency, rough against her smooth skin. He lifted her sari, and the moonlight caressed the curves it had concealed. Their exchange was wordless, breath and motion replacing speech. She moaned softly, her sound carried away by the breeze. It was over as suddenly as it began, the fever of their desire settling into an exhausted hush.

Narpat stepped back, adjusting his clothing. Without a word, he reached into his pocket, withdrew a few notes, and slid them into her blouse. Luchhmi’s eyes flickered—resentment and resignation, mixed with a strange, reluctant pride. She blushed, pushed his hand away playfully, but kept the money.

When Phoolwa returned, the night had already folded its secrets into silence.

After that night, Narpat’s visits became frequent. He would come to Luchhmi’s house when Phoolwa was at work, striding through the narrow lanes in broad daylight as if daring the village to whisper. And whisper they did. Soon, everyone knew of the affair. To Narpat, it was not scandal but proof of his power and virility. For Luchhmi, it was both shame and elevation: the attention of a higher-caste landowner gave her an edge, a peculiar kind of status among women who simultaneously gossiped and envied her.

Phoolwa, though humiliated, was powerless. His livelihood depended on Narpat. Every sarcastic glance from neighbors, every taunting remark, was a wound he had to swallow whole. He comforted himself with the thought that Luchhmi’s relationship with Narpat, however degrading, brought economic security. His silent protest manifested in distance—touching her less often, but never enough to sever the fragile bond of their marriage.

Two months had passed.

The monsoon arrived on time, drenching the earth with unrelenting rain. One day, as thunder rumbled, Satte trudged barefoot to Narpat’s baithak, a tattered jute sack pulled over his head. The wind whipped the rain sideways, soaking him to the bone. Mud clung to his ankles like heavy chains. His face dripped, but he stood firm, his mother’s message burning like an ember in his chest.

Narpat looked up from his cane chair, where he sat under the verandah watching the downpour. He raised his chin in silent inquiry. Satte spoke, but the rain swallowed his words.

“What?” Narpat barked. “Speak up.”

“My mother... She needs you. Now,” Satte repeated, louder this time.

Narpat scowled. “Tell her I’ll come when the rain stops.”

Satte turned and left, his small figure swallowed by the storm.

Later, when the rain eased into a drizzle, Narpat set out with an umbrella. The lanes were rivers of mud. His white pajamas clung damply to his legs. At Luchhmi’s house, the courtyard had turned into a pool of sludge. She waited under the thatched awning, her face tense.

Inside, her words cut the air like a blade.

“I’m pregnant,” she said.

Narpat’s expression didn’t change.

“So?” he replied coolly.

“It’s your child.”

He snorted. “You still sleep with Phoolwa, don’t you? How can you be so sure?”

“Because a woman always knows,” she said, her voice trembling but firm. “I don’t expect you to claim him. I just thought you should know. I... I owe you that truth.”

Narpat’s jaw tightened. “Don’t drag me into this. It’s between you and your husband. Don’t ever call me for such things again.”

With that, he left, leaving the smell of wet earth and tension behind.

Luchhmi stood frozen. She knew there was no forcing Narpat’s hand. As a man of wealth and high caste, he was untouchable. To accuse him openly would bring ruin upon her family. The village panchayat would believe him, not her. She would be branded shameless, a temptress, a liar. The risk was too great.

Later that evening, Phoolwa returned from the fields. The sky had cleared, but the storm still raged in Luchhmi’s mind. Over dinner, she tried to find the courage to speak.

“Satte is about six now,” she began carefully. “Wouldn’t it be good to have another pair of hands to help you in the fields when he’s older?”

Phoolwa frowned. “What are you saying?”

“I’m pregnant.”

The words landed like a stone in still water. Phoolwa’s jaw clenched.

“Is it mine?” he asked, his voice low, raw with suspicion he had long kept buried.

“Yes,” she replied swiftly, almost too swiftly. “Of course it’s yours.”

Something in her tone made him pause, but he swallowed his anger. He had no choice but to accept the child. To deny it would be to cut himself from his own bloodline, even if his heart whispered doubts.

Eight months later, Luchhmi gave birth to a boy. Phoolwa celebrated with customary fanfare, not just because a son had been born, but because the whispers about his manhood were silenced, if only for a while. The boy, however, stirred something uneasy in him. Deep inside, Phoolwa feared that one day, someone would see through the thin veil of his pride and question the boy’s bloodline.

Still, survival was more urgent than truth. In a world where dignity was a luxury, Phoolwa chose the pragmatic path. The boy—Radhey—would grow up to work the same fields. His lineage, however uncertain, did not matter. What mattered was that he lived, that he worked, and that the family endured.
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One year later.

Phoolwa and Luchhmi named their second son Radhey, who spent his early days in the squalid shadow of their mudbrick shack. The narrow street outside zigzagged between the huts, unpaved and choked with open drains on either side. The rancid stench of stagnant water mingled with the sour odor of sewage that overflowed onto the walkway, carrying with it stray filth and waste.

Their house was barely more than a hut—a single room with walls of clay and a thatched awning running its length. The kitchen was just a clay stove tucked into one corner under the awning. Inside, two weathered wooden cots took up most of the space. Around them were scattered a few battered aluminum and terracotta utensils, the remnants of past generosity from landlords, and small personal items of almost no value. Jute mats, made from old fertilizer sacks, were spread on the floor like a poor man’s carpet. Their entire worldly possessions could have been loaded onto a handcart in minutes.

With Radhey’s arrival, space became even more scarce. Satte’s cot was given to Luchhmi and the baby, while Satte, now in teens, slept on the floor beside Phoolwa’s cot. Their financial struggles deepened, especially as Narpat’s benevolent gestures—once tied to his relationship with Luchhmi—had ceased entirely.

At the Chaudhary’s haveli, life had taken a different turn. Narpat’s wife was pregnant with their second child and, following custom, had gone to her parents’ home for the duration of her pregnancy. Narpat prayed this time for a son—an heir to his estate. With his wife away for seven months, he found himself alone with his aging mother and his growing desires.

For months, he abstained, busying himself with farm work and thoughts of a legitimate heir. Yet, as the weeks rolled on, his solitude gnawed at him. In the quiet evenings, his mind wandered—back to Luchhmi. He remembered the illicit fire of their encounters, the thrill of secrecy, the forbidden taste of desire that seemed somehow sharper than anything he had known with his wife.

Was it truly passion? Or was it simply the intensity of his craving now, his loneliness clouding his memories?

One evening, heavy with drink, he found his thoughts drifting to that rainy day when he had last seen her—the sharpness of his words, the dismissive tone, the guilt he had swiftly buried. A strange, fleeting pity surfaced. In his drunken haze, he imagined himself almost noble, regretting the imbalance of power between them.

But by the time sobriety returned, so did the old hierarchy. He reminded himself of the rules—rules as old as the village itself. No landowner could be seen to claim a lower-caste woman or her child. His momentary compassion evaporated like rain on a hot stone. He told himself, with renewed certainty, that he owed her nothing.

And yet... he could not stop thinking of her.

One hot noon, while Phoolwa worked in the fields, Narpat found his way to Luchhmi’s house for the first time in over a year. The thatched awning cast a narrow strip of shade across the mud courtyard. The door was closed but unlatched. He knocked—softly at first, then louder.

“Who is it?” came her voice from inside.

“Me,” Narpat replied.

Luchhmi froze.

She had not expected to hear that voice again. Their last meeting had ended with rejection and silence. For a moment, her heart thudded in confusion—part dread, part longing. Narpat was not only her former lover but her family’s employer. She hesitated, torn between caution and the quickening of old, unspoken desires.

“Satte’s father isn’t home,” she said, still behind the door.

“I came to see you,” Narpat said, his tone flat, unambiguous.

Her fingers trembled as she unlatched the door. He stepped inside. She cleared a corner of the cot for him to sit, hurriedly folding the soiled bedding, but he ignored the gesture. His eyes were on her.

Radhey, now a toddler, was asleep.

“So... what brings you here, sir?” she asked, her tone tinged with mock formality.

“You know why,” Narpat said. “Do I have to spell it out?”

There was a pause—an exchange of silent recognition. Luchhmi’s lips parted as if to object, but before she could speak, he stepped forward and seized her in a rough embrace. She made a show of resisting, pushing against his chest, but her resistance was soft, almost symbolic. They both knew the pattern; both had lived this dance before.

Narpat’s touch reignited something inside her—something she hadn’t felt in months. Though she hated the imbalance between them, part of her had missed the security, the money, and the fierce, commanding way he made her feel desired. Phoolwa, for all his quiet loyalty, had never stirred that fire.

Narpat tugged at her sari, the fabric crumpling in his grip. The petticoat slipped loose with a quick jerk of the string. His hands, starved for months, roamed over her, kneading her curves with a hunger that was almost desperate. She responded with equal intensity, her own hands exploring him with the same mix of defiance and invitation that had first drawn them together.

Within moments, the boundaries between them dissolved. The years of silence melted into the heat of renewed possession.

Their affair had resumed.

Narpat’s return to Luchhmi’s life reopened old wounds for Phoolwa. Though he said nothing, his bitterness festered. He had long harbored doubts about Radhey’s parentage, but now those doubts hardened into conviction. Every time Narpat passed through their lane, Phoolwa felt smaller—reduced not just by his poverty but by his helplessness.

His self-esteem, fragile to begin with, crumbled under the weight of whispered gossip and mocking glances. He had once told himself that Luchhmi’s affair brought financial relief, that her liaisons were the price of survival. But survival at such a cost was bitter. He found himself withdrawing not just from Luchhmi but from Radhey too, unable to embrace the boy fully as his own.
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