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To Acha, for his storytelling, and Amma, for her strength.
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Prologue



2019


A girl is a burden. A girl is a curse.


I read this in the articles and reports and books I’ve downloaded onto my phone.


There are a dozen reasons why so many families in India don’t want a girl. Reasons rooted in India’s centuries-old pastiche of traditions.


When she gets married, her parents pay a dowry to the husband’s family. It’s supposed to be her inheritance, her share of their parents’ wealth. It’s illegal. It has been since 1961. But they don’t call it dowry anymore. They are ‘gifts’, ounces of gold, white goods, land, piling high on her parents’ shoulders, driving them into the dirt. More than one dowry can leave families destitute.


She doesn’t carry the family name. Without a boy, the family dies.


She has no independence of wealth. Until recently, she couldn’t have a bank account without a husband or a father. She could not own property. In the records, in history, she doesn’t exist.


Her education is basic. She struggles to earn income.


She can’t perform her parents’ funeral rites. And without those rites, her parents will never reach nirvana.


In some places, up north, there are so few girls now that they’re kidnapped from other states, sold into marriage in families whose language they don’t know. Sold into slavery.


The flights, the hops from Madurai to Chennai, Chennai to Sydney, bring me no sleep. Instead I read until my eyes ache.





Chapter One



Madurai, India, 1992


Almost two months before her conception


She does not exist even in thought.


Janani knew, the minute the midwife placed her naked, squalling, soft-as-silk daughter in her arms, that she couldn’t lose this one.


An image came to her mind, burying a bundle gone cold and still in the dirt by the young coconut palm. Her hands drew the hated little body closer.


Tiny limbs moved in fitful pumps as Janani looked down into a face as round and purple as a mangosteen. The baby’s mouth shifted over the swollen skin of her breast, and her plaintive wail died as she found the nipple and began to feed. Her minute fingers rested against the skin over Janani’s heart.


Janani watched her in the light of the oil lamp, her eyes trailing along each line of her body, trying to find something that made her less than perfect.


‘Rock, my little peacock.’ The lullaby escaped through her lips, the first words she’d managed since that last, pain-riddled push.


Hands were fussing around her, tender and papery – Kamala, the old, strong midwife who had delivered most of the rest of Usilampatti district, over what seemed like centuries. Janani barely noticed, until someone spoke.


‘Give her to me.’ Pain and weariness turned what should have been a familiar voice into a half-recognised echo.


No, Janani tried to say. It stayed a tired whisper in her mind. She wanted to hold this new life for as long as she could.


There was a rough fumble, nails scratching against her forearms, and the warmth of new-born, new-drawn skin was gone. Her daughter began to cry again. The noise stuttered into existence like a steam engine’s chugs. The door closed, muffling the sound.


Was it Shubha? No, no it couldn’t be. Her friend was gone, pushed out, a long time ago, before the pains became so strong Janani forgot what was around her.


Get up, you idiot, she thought. She raised herself on to one elbow, then rolled on to the other.


Kamala loomed over her, hands on Janani’s shoulders, gently urging her down onto the thin pallet. Her wrinkles had reshaped themselves into grim worry. ‘Rest now, child.’


Janani’s arms were shaking beneath her. She collapsed back on the bed. One hand came down on the mat with an angry thump. She’d lost track of the hours she’d lain here, but exhaustion was drifting over her like fog.


Sleep dragged her down, blanketing the echo of the baby’s cries.


Janani woke.


The shutters had been opened, letting bright sunlight and the heat of the day pour through the bars on the window. Light extended in strips over the room, reaching up onto the bed and over her ankles. Her feet were as warm as though they’d been lying on coals. She lifted them, drawing them up into the shade. The smell of blood and must had dissipated, carried away by fresh air laced with the familiar aromas of the village – chickens, the tamarind and tomatoes in simmering rasam, ground rice, cow dung, motorbike fuel.


For a moment, she lay staring at the roof thatching, disoriented by dreams, blinking in the broken darkness. There was a plastic pitcher of water on the tiny round table by the bed, crowned by an upside-down steel tumbler. It woke her thirst.


She sat up, tensed for the sharp shoot of pain she remembered even from that first birth, Lavanika’s, five years ago. When there was nothing but a dull ache, she shifted her legs over the side of the bed, the cement floor cool against her feet.


The water was already warm. She drank anyway, cup after cup, until she became aware of the low hum of voices beyond the door.


The tumbler abandoned, she pushed her fists against the pallet to lever herself to her feet. A fresh sheet had been laid under her as she slept, and she noticed for the first time that her nightdress, sticky with the wetness of fluid and blood and piss, had been changed.


Kamala’s bag, with its lotions and powdered herbs and roots, had disappeared. The tiny room which held everything Janani owned was as cramped but as tidy as ever. She had managed to finish folding her fading saris during the earliest pangs of her labour pains. They were stacked as she’d left them, on top of the squat, splintering cupboard that housed her husband’s clean lunghis. Her ancient sewing machine sat nestled in a corner.


The straw mat that Lavanika sometimes slept on when the heat was unbearable was rolled and leaned against the wall, and Janani felt a deep, desperate yearning for her, to bury her face in her soft curls. But she’d sent Lavanika away with Shubha, away from the pain and blood of birth.


And the room was empty, but for her.


The baby.


A memory, of that petal-soft skin.


She staggered forward.


A glint in the sunlight caught her eye, drawing it to the gold-framed picture of the goddess Meenakshi Amman that had been her mother-in-law’s wedding gift. Janani stopped, her hand on the door latch and her womb throbbing, and stared at the perfect, peaceful face. It’s all OK, it seemed to promise her. She fought the urge to kick it to the floor, feeling sick.


She took a half-step and, when the pain didn’t increase, continued towards the door. Pushing it open, she found herself facing her husband and mother-in-law.


Darshan and Vandhana stood in the other room of the house, the one room that made up the kitchen, living area and the draped-off nook that was Vandhana’s bedroom. The midwife had gone.


They’d been speaking in low voices, but both looked up as Janani entered. There was no sign of a baby.


Instead, a few plates painted with the remains of idli and ­coconut chutney were stacked on the step of the open back door, ready to be washed. Janani felt a sudden stab of surprise that her mother-in-law had prepared breakfast. She hadn’t had a choice, of course. Vandhana’s only exception to her rule of minimal housework was when Janani was barely able to stand.


The smells of roasted onion, ground coconut and hot, sweet tea still lingered, and Janani was suddenly aware of the new ache of hunger in her stomach. She thought of her daughter nuzzling for her breast and looked instinctively around the room.


‘You should eat,’ Vandhana said. ‘Go and take a bath first, though. You stink.’


Janani’s mouth felt parched again. She took another step forward, craning her head around Vandhana to look in the corner of the room, searching for a small bundle of legs and cloth. ‘Where’s my baby?’ she asked.


Vandhana stepped towards her. Her husband remained where he was, head down but eyes on her like a sullen child, his mouth thin and almost hidden by the thick black forest of his moustache.


‘You stupid bitch,’ her mother-in-law said.


Tiredness had made Janani slow. She blinked. It was Vand­hana’s voice she’d heard, Vandhana’s fingers she’d felt, pulling her child’s warm weight from her arms.


She raised her hands, palms open. ‘Where is she?’


Vandhana slapped them away. ‘The useless thing,’ she said, voice sharp with disgust. ‘Just like the last one. It’s not worth any more thought.’


Darshan looked down and away, and that was enough.


Is it for the best? Janani thought. It was a flash of a thought, hot and grimy and she’d heard the answer a thousand times, but … No. No, give her back. I want her.


She couldn’t force the words through her lips.


Through watering eyes, she saw Vandhana turn and walk towards the back door.


She couldn’t let it be too late.


Janani took a step forward and then another, her arms outstretched.


‘No!’ she said. ‘Where is she?’


A second later, Darshan was a wall in front of her, hands on her shoulders. He manoeuvred her back towards their bedroom. She scrabbled at his arms, but thin though he was, she was still so tired. Before Janani could form a thought, she was half-sitting, half-lying on the unforgiving mattress in their bedroom, Darshan standing over her.


‘It’s easier,’ he said. ‘We can’t afford another girl, you know it.’ Her placid, inert husband sounded as angry as she’d ever heard him. ‘What are we going to do? Even if we stopped eating, we couldn’t pay another damned dowry.’


Janani didn’t realise she was crying until she felt the pounding sign of too little breath in her head and the taste of salt at the corner of her mouth. Dowry. She thought of the golden jewellery she’d worn on her wedding day, locked away in the chest at the foot of the bed.


From beyond Darshan, she could hear water being sloshed from a bucket behind the house – Vandhana, washing the plates as though nothing had happened, and she hadn’t held her new granddaughter hours ago.


Janani tried to get up, not caring if he hit her, but Darshan’s hands were on her shoulders once more, holding her down.


‘Just trust Amma,’ he said. ‘Rest and I’ll bring you some food. You need to build up your strength. Hopefully you can be back working by the end of the week.’ At the door, he turned, his face seeming softer in the dappled gold of late-morning light. ‘You’re well enough, aren’t you? The next one will be a boy.’


‘I don’t want the next one!’ she said, but the door had closed, muting the sound beyond it into a frustrating wasp’s hum.


Pushing herself off the bed, Janani ran to the door, her ­stomach muscles groaning in protest. Hard as she pushed, it wouldn’t budge.


Maybe it’s for the best. Maybe it’s easier.


A memory filtered into her mind from another life, of sitting on her father’s lap and listening to the low rumble of his voice as he told her the story of the birth of the baby god Krishna. Krishna’s mother, Devaki, had seen her brother, the doomed king Kamsa, dash six of her newborn children against stone in front of her eyes, their little skulls smashed like pomegranates trodden underfoot. The seventh, the only girl, had slipped from his grasp as he swung her at the wall by her little feet. She had transformed into the mother Goddess in the sky above his head, and cursed Kamsa, reminding him of the prophecy that ­Devaki’s eighth child would kill him. There was no escaping fate.


Leaning against the door, Janani imagined her baby slipping away into the air, shining in triumph against the stars.


She burrowed her wet face into one arm as she pounded the door with the other, and her breasts cried tears of milk into her nightdress.





Chapter Two



Sydney, Australia, 2019


‘Your achacha is quite ill.’


It’s the first thing my father says to me when I get home from work.


Everything I was going to say slips away.


The unusual March heat has my trousers sticking to my legs, but I haven’t had time to change – only to pour myself a glass of ice-cold water from the fridge and worry about my father’s pinched expression. I’m light-headed after the journey home. The bus had become an oven in the sun, struggling to navigate the quagmire of Sydney’s peak-time traffic. But still, I’d been distracted at the thought that now, this sun-baked weekend, is the time to tell them.


Acha’s announcement strips that thought from my mind, makes me forget the commute entirely. I’ve never seen him look like this, my easy-going father with his wry, always-on sense of humour. He looks older than I’ve ever seen him. He’s cradling his phone. In his other hand, his pruning shears hang like a dead bird.


‘I’m sorry, Acha,’ I say.


Amma’s standing beside him, by the dining table, part-hidden by a vase of Acha’s roses. She begins to fuss with the edges of one of the rolls of fabric on the table. I’m not sure if they’ve come from the shop, or if they’re for her college students. Her fingers are small and slim and nimble, but they fumble with the soft material. I find myself looking for signs of pain, of the early arthritis I’m worried is beginning to creep through her joints.


‘I am going to go to Madurai.’ He clears his throat. ‘I would very much like if you all came too. He’s an old man now, your achacha.’


Madurai. India. My heart misses a beat. How long has it been? Twelve years? Thirteen? My memories of the place are dominated by squat toilets and awkward conversations with older relatives.


I can’t help but look at my mother.


Amma’s still silent, but her forehead has wrinkled like cellophane, into delicate little frowning folds. Her hands come together in front of her, fingers intertwined, squeezing into a single fist. That’s when I realise that they’ve talked about this. That they might have fought about this.


‘All of us?’ I say. I don’t know what’s thrumming through me more – dread or excitement. I don’t want to go, but I do.


Amma looks as though it’s her father who’s ill. Her eyes, dark as mine, watch me over the steam spiralling above the mug of coffee on the table in front of her. Just looking at that steam makes me sweat. It’s never too hot for coffee for Amma, an impressive attribute melted into her bones through half a lifetime in steaming Tamil Nadu. As always, a red pottu separates her carefully filled-in eyebrows. Those eyebrows usually make me fight a smile – they’re one of the very few little vanities she gives in to. Not that she needs much else; her skin is still as smooth as a child.


‘It might be too hard,’ Amma says. She sounds tentative, gentle. ‘I have work, Nila has work, Rohan has his classes …’


I feel the scratch of irritation. Frustration. Again, Amma’s speaking for me, just as she’s always done when it comes to India, as though I’m five, not twenty-five. She’s got no right now. It’s her past and her family she avoids, that she fights to keep away from us, not Acha’s.


Even though she’s never come back with us, she’s grudgingly let our father struggle with Rohan and me and too many suitcases for the few trips we’ve taken back. His family, she says, we should know. Hers isn’t important. Nothing about her past is. I don’t need to know about what her school was like, the games she liked to play, if she’d always wanted to make clothes, to teach others how to make them too. What her parents are like, or her sister. All I know is that they exist, or existed. That they’re Tamil, not Malayali. That their caste was not one that was acceptable to Acha’s family, and that was why we left, why Amma will never go back. What’s important is the future, not the past, she says. And then she’s back to her bubbly, beautiful self.


It took me a long time to realise that that life, that place, must hold something too painful for her to ever return.


And yet, it’s her past and it won’t let her go. She’s prayed for every exam I’ve taken. Every karate competition I’ve entered. Every birthday, as though without a mumbled plea to the goddess Lakshmi, I might not make it to the next one. Every priest at Helensburgh temple knows my birthdate by the solar calendar, my birthdate by the lunar calendar, my star sign.


I wait for Acha to take her side. He always does when it comes to Amma and Madurai. He’s more tight-lipped about it than she is.


‘It would be nice …’ My father stops, clears his throat. ‘It would be nice if you all were there.’ He looks at Amma. ‘Deepa can look after the shop, can’t she?’


My mother hesitates, then nods.


‘And the course you’re teaching ends for the Easter holidays, no? In a few weeks? We’ll go then.’ Then to me, ‘Can you get some time from work?’


He’s just come in from the garden. The smell of it still lingers – roses and soil and bushfire smoke. He’s wearing his Akubra, the wide brim shading his face, as though he’s a Bendigo cattle farmer. Under it, his eyes and mouth are wilting, sinking towards the floor.


Love for him tightens my chest.


‘Sure, Acha,’ I say. ‘I’ll come.’


Amma sits down. A calculator balancing on the edge of the table clatters to the floor. She ignores it, her gaze trained on me.


‘You don’t have to,’ she says. ‘If your acha needs company, I’ll go.’


As she finishes the sentence, her mouth twists. Both Acha and I look at her. I can see my disbelief reflected in my dad’s face. Amma, offering to go back to India? She sounds about as enthusiastic as Frodo announcing his trip to Mordor. We’ve gone other places – Southeast Asia, the Americas, Europe. There are photos of the four of us smiling in front of the Colosseum, the Washington Monument, the Eiffel Tower. Not one of the four of us in India.


‘Janani …’ Acha says.


Her eyes flash towards him. There’s a flicker of the relaxed melted-chocolate smile she wears just for him.


I find it awkward and embarrassing and beautiful, their love for each other. But I have no patience for it now. Looking at it reminds me of the conversation I had planned to have this weekend. The conversation I can no longer have, not now.


‘It’s not a two-person plane, Amma. We can all fit, with about five hundred other people.’


She ignores me. ‘Rohan will not be able to come,’ she says. ‘He has his exams. Who will look after him?’


‘He’s twenty-two,’ I say, letting myself drop onto the edge of the sofa. ‘He can look after himself.’ She’s never as worried about him as she is about me, and though she won’t admit it, I know it’s because I’m the girl. My hands squeeze themselves into sweaty fists.


‘How will he eat, wash his clothes …’


‘That’s what YouTube is for.’


‘Ha.’ She shakes her head. Her fingers are writhing, interlocking themselves, unlocking. ‘You don’t need to come. It might be upsetting. Stressful, with your achacha sick.’


I stare at her. My temple’s throbbing. I rub it with the heel of my hand. ‘You do realise that’s why I should go, right? Just because you don’t want me to have anything to do with your family doesn’t mean you can keep me from Acha’s.’


There’s silence. Amma looks as though I’ve slapped her, and the expression on her face, eyes wide, lips parted, melts my irritation into guilt in one breath.


‘That is …’ She stops, and looks at Acha. ‘That is not what I am doing.’


Acha holds up a finger, then disappears into the kitchen. We listen to the clatter of glass on granite. A moment later, he re-emerges, balancing three tumblers of orange juice. Water condenses on the exterior of the glass, leaving a trail of drips behind him. He places one next to Amma’s still-steaming coffee, presses the other into my hand. The cold is reviving, although the juice will be warm in moments – summer heat snakes in despite the air conditioning. Sweat glues the end of my ponytail to my back.


My parents are looking at each other.


‘It is entirely up to you,’ Acha says quietly. ‘I do not want to pressure you. But it would be … good, to have you both there, even if Rohan cannot come.’


I rarely see him this serious. His speech has lapsed into Indian formality, still entrenched despite almost a quarter of a century in Australia. That perfect grammar they taught in Indian schools in the seventies, the Austen and Dickens he’s read, is irreversible.


Amma looks torn. My breath feels trapped high in my throat as I try to predict which way she might go. She might speak, her voice performing a crescendo that ends in panicked shouting. She might shut down, as she has done before when I’ve pushed her on this, when I’ve asked one question too many. I have a horrible memory of the aftermath of our worst fight. It didn’t seem possible to live in the same house as someone and not speak to them for a month, but Amma’s the most resolute, persistent, bull-headed person I’ve met. I’ve almost resigned myself to the thought that I might never know, that I’ll live my whole life hovering near the black hole of Amma’s past, too close to escape it, too far to get sucked in. But maybe someone else will. Someone in Madurai. Someone who was there. My uncle. My grandfather.


An old memory filters into my mind, of Acha holding Amma as she cried in the sitting room. It had been raining outside, the type of exciting, drilling rain that seemed like the droplets were being hurled straight down at us, almost as heavy as hail. The sound had drowned out Amma’s gentle sobs. What happened? I’d asked, and Amma had looked at me and her face had contorted into the most terrible grief I have ever seen. I’d watched, terrified, as she sank to the floor even as Acha tried to hold her, her head buried in her hands.


‘Your amma’s acha has gone back to Bhagavan, Nila kutty,’ Acha had said. And I’d felt a sadness that was just the straining edge of my mother’s, spreading out from her like an ink stain. I ran to my room and cried too, my tears soaking the fur of my soft tiger toy.


The next day, I’d crept to Amma and asked, ‘I call Acha’s dad Achacha. What do I call yours?’


She’d looked at me. A hint of the sadness remained in her closed face, her drawn mouth, but the anger was stronger. It hurt like a slap. She was never angry at me.


‘Don’t worry about it,’ she told me. ‘It doesn’t matter.’


It did matter. It’s mattering more and more, every day. I want to know my family. And I’m not a scared, sad ten-year-old anymore.


So I break the silence.


‘I’m going, Amma,’ I say. ‘I’ll get leave. It’ll be OK.’


A fly’s made it through some gap in the defence of our window screens. It buzzes around my face and I slap at it. It’s as futile a gesture as my words.


Because – and the thought makes me even angrier – if Amma asks me to stay behind, I might have to. It’s so hard to say no to her, her hand on my arm, her pleading smile. Which is why I’m still here, twenty-five and living at home, why every second Saturday is family dinner, why I let Acha pick me up from every party, even at three a.m., while Amma lies sleepless in bed.


Why I haven’t told her what I thought I’d be able to this weekend.


There’s something about my mother that lies behind the light in her eyes, behind her ready laughter. Something fragile, something frangible, that I’ve always felt I need to protect.


I’m starting to hate it.


And then, finally, Amma nods.


There’s a feeling of pressure lifting from the room, as though a thunderstorm’s decided not to break but to wander off to another neighbourhood instead.


Amma looks so wilted that I can’t stand it anymore. I push myself up, my legs peeling away from the sofa. ‘I’m going for a run.’ It’s still swelteringly hot outside, but I don’t care. I need space.


Five minutes later, I’m out in heat that feels solid, sweat already beading on my face and the end of my ponytail whipping me in the eyes. The smell of eucalyptus and wattle is everywhere, natural aromatherapy.


I like to run. It’s precious time alone, uninterrupted time. My mind focuses with pinpoint precision, as though I’m in a moving meditation. I can never drift too far from awareness. The rhythm of my breathing and the strain of exertion makes me hyperconscious of my body.


I dodge the hoses of people watering their dying lawns and replay the conversation. I’m still angry. I can feel it pushing me into spurts of speed. But I know it’s not just Amma’s reaction that’s making me angry. It’s guilt, too. And that makes me angrier. I don’t need to feel guilty. I keep secrets because she does. I haven’t told her, because why should I? It’s not because I’ve imagined her reaction, and Acha’s, the tears that she rarely sheds, his quiet, confused disappointment, and I’m afraid of it. It’s not because she might never speak to me again.


My feet seem to be burning through the soles of my trainers. I can almost smell the rubber melting. The Hills District is aptly named and my quads and knees are on fire as I pound up one incline to fly down the other side. By my fifth kilometre, my mouth is sandpaper-dry, my legs are screaming and I realise that I’m punishing myself. It reminds me of something Murakami said, true as a well-shot arrow, in the book Iphigenia gave me for Christmas. ‘Pain is inevitable. Suffering is optional.’ I feel like I’ve earned this suffering.


The sun’s sinking down to bleed into the horizon by the time I get home, exhausted. Rohan’s back from university. He sprawls on the couch with a bowl of ice cream, his phone and an unopened law textbook. Colin is curled up alongside him. Rohan gives me a wave and Colin wags his tail, his cocker spaniel fur drooping; neither moves another muscle.


Amma and Acha are chopping vegetables in front of the television. The air conditioner blasts cool air that ruffles the tendrils of hair that have escaped Amma’s bun. She’s laughing at something Acha’s saying.


She looks up and her face relaxes with familiar relief when she sees me. ‘Nila kutty? It is almost eight-thirty. Why do you go running so late?’


I ignore her and head upstairs, let the water run cold enough to bite, and stand motionless as it washes my sweat and sins away.


‘Shame I can’t come,’ Rohan says the next evening, leaning back in his seat. ‘How unwell do you think Achacha is?’


I’ve asked him to escape out into the city with me, to Darling Harbour, for a drink, for a debrief. We’re in Cargo Bar, sprawled in a couple of wooden chairs at the edge of the beer garden, looking out over the water. From here, I can see the lights from the buildings opposite – hotels, restaurants, the Maritime museum – ripple over the otherwise pitch-black harbour. I imagine if I look closely enough I can make out the stars in the water, pinpoints of light dancing, elusive.


The wind is warm against our skin and my muscles ache from a day kneading out cable-tight hamstrings and making back adjustments. I feel an urge to dive into the dark depths of the harbour. These days, it’s clean enough for the sharks to return.


‘I don’t know,’ I say. ‘He’s quite old now.’


A tension headache is tightening its net around my head. Now I’ve made the decision to go, I can feel anxiety beating its wings in my chest.


I look away, searching for distractions. There are plenty – further down King Street Wharf, dinner cruises are pulling in, spilling their well-heeled, well-watered occupants out in front of the bars and restaurants. Above the water, Pyrmont Bridge stands illuminated by a promenade of lights, the multicoloured flags along its length playing in the breeze. It’s in moments like this that I remember I do love this city, no matter how close and small and cramped it sometimes feels. I wonder what my life would have been like, had we stayed in India.


‘He’s had a good life,’ Rohan says. He looks at our glasses. ‘Hang on. We’re empty.’ He gets up and walks quite steadily to the bar.


I watch him go with a smile. It’s always so nicely comfortable, hanging out with him. We’re only two years apart, but I think our closeness is because we have no family here aside from each other. Or maybe it’s all the untold stories Amma and Acha keep, the ones we see in their glances at each other, the ones we try to guess at from their careful words. But that’s never seemed to bother Rohan as much as me. He’s always been comfortable with himself, with his friends, happy to belong to the present. I wish I could be like that, that I didn’t think so much. Chewing on fears like a cow on cud.


He returns with a glass of wine for me and rum for himself.


‘You shouldn’t be drinking so much,’ I tell him. ‘You’re a baby.’


He ignores me blithely. ‘Do you think you’ll tell them, Chechi?’ he asks instead. ‘About … you know. You’re planning on doing it soon, right?’


I feel my mouth curl, half-grimace, half-smile. It’s hard for Rohan to understand. For him, the news about my romantic life was a happy, awkward non-event.


‘What, you mean when Acha’s already worried about his dad? And Amma’s worried about him, and this India trip, and you being all alone?’


He makes a face. ‘I mean before they pair you up with some nice Nambeesan doctor. Or engineer. Probably distantly related to us. They might find one in India.’


‘She wouldn’t do that,’ I say, because we both know he’s talking about Amma.


‘She would,’ Rohan replies. He raises his chin and when he speaks his voice has risen two octaves and taken on an atrocious Indian accent. ‘“It’s the best thing for you.”’


I have to chuckle, but I also feel a bit sick. She’s talked about it forever, as though finding a good husband was a sacred duty.


Raucous laughter sounds from the other side of the hedge blocking us off from the public. I watch a group of teenagers meandering along, the boys in ripped jeans and the girls baring their bellies and most of their legs to the summer night. All of them hold cans of cheap beer. For a half-second, I wish I were that young again.


‘You can find out more about Amma’s family,’ Rohan says. ‘From the cousins and ammayis and ammamas and whoever else is there. We were too young to ask before.’


‘Do you think I might get complete sentences out of them?’ I ask.


‘Maybe.’


‘About what the story is with Amma’s side.’


‘What her problem with India is.’


‘What her problem with me is.’ I take another sip.


‘She doesn’t have a problem with you.’


I snort, and almost choke on my wine. The sleepovers, the holiday camps, the nights out, the contact sports – Rohan’s never had to fight for them like I have. Hasn’t had to endure the silent treatment after those fights. What, I think, will she do when I tell her about … this? My eyes water as I cough the Pinot Grigio out of my trachea.


Rohan chuckles. ‘OK. What Acha’s problem with Achacha is.’


‘Yeah, that’s not likely. Not now.’


We’re quiet for a moment.


‘I barely remember Achacha’s face,’ Rohan says, looking at his hands interlocked on the table before him.


Do I? I remember an impossibly tall, severe figure looking down at me with something I think was disgust. That last visit, for the fortnight we stayed in his home, he’d ignored me and fussed over Rohan. Told him stories, laughed at his jokes. Even at twelve, I had known there was a wrongness in that. Even then, I’d thought, It’s because I’m a girl. The prospect of seeing him again … But maybe I’d misunderstood, all those years ago. And he’s just a sick old man now.


Rohan’s phone rings. He looks at it, then at me. He rolls his eyes with his whole head.


‘Hi Amma,’ he answers the phone. ‘Yes, we’ll come home soon. No, don’t stay up. Just try to sleep, OK? Yes, Chechi’s fine.’ He hangs up and takes a sip of his drink. ‘Look, Chechi.’ That sweet term, older sister. He never calls me that when we’re with anyone outside the family. ‘Just try to have a good time, OK? And whatever you want to do about the parents, whatever they say – well.’ He looks down. ‘I’m here, you know?’


My throat closes up. I can feel my heart, accelerating as though it’s sliding downhill.


I focus on the sound of Rohan’s voice as he says, ‘Do you have to, Chechi?’ His voice is gentle. He was always gentle, even when he was little. A sweet, sensitive boy. At least I’d been able to speak to him about this. About everything. ‘Do you have to tell them?’


‘Yes,’ I say. ‘Yes.’ I have to force the words out. There’s a band around my ribs and my breath shortens. ‘How can you be with the person you love if you can’t bring them into your family?’





Chapter Three



Madurai, 1993


One month before her conception


Now she is something that cannot happen.


Janani sat on the step outside the front door. The sun was just beginning to stretch its rays over the rice fields. She leaned her head against the doorway as she ground the rice and lentils for the morning’s dosas.


She loved this time of day, the freshness of it, the new-birthed feeling of potential. The day’s heat was barely stirring. Usually, she’d be humming, bhajans, film songs, anything, pitched low to avoid waking the family. Today, she let it sink into her, the sense that she was the only human in the world. In this quietness, she felt as though she could feel spirits lingering, hear little feet on the hard dirt.


She had to force her eyes away from the coconut palms, standing tall over to the left. The thought of them gave her strength to think about what she’d decided to do this day.


By the time she’d finished, the village was beginning to come to life. Across the street, Janani watched the door of her best friend’s house open. When Shubha emerged, knuckling her lower back over the hair that still hung loose over it, arching to try to ease the pressure of her growing belly, Janani waved.


Shubha’s pretty face, framed by the thick dark hair she hadn’t yet pulled back into its braid, broke into a smile that couldn’t hide the concern in her eyes.


Janani wanted nothing more than to go over to her. Shubha had been there from the beginning, from the day after Darshan had led her around the smoky marriage fire smouldering in the decorated, dilapidated marriage hall in Usilampatti. Shubha had arrived the following morning with a plate of laddoo and that never-fading smile. Janani had met her in the doorway of her new, unfamiliar home, still shocked and sore from the pain of her wedding night. The beaming face, almost as dark as the kohl that outlined her eyes and smooth as chapatti dough, had been not much older than her own – maybe eighteen or nineteen. Janani could still remember the surge of utter relief that had rippled through her chest when she had first looked into those welcoming dark eyes. She’d almost embarrassed herself by crying.


Now Shubha was beginning to walk towards her, but Janani shook her head and pointed back into the house. She wasn’t ready yet to talk and, in any case, time was like gold, today. For everyone, not just her – there were only two days to Pongal, and every household was scrubbing and washing and shopping for rice, moong daal, jaggery, flour to draw their kolam.


Shubha nodded, but she stayed standing as though poised to take another step forward. They hadn’t spoken since Janani’s labour pains had begun.


Janani picked up the steel pot. Her arms were sore from the grinding. Two weeks of little movement had softened her muscles. She was glad she was becoming strong enough for her usual chores. The itch to get back to work was growing every day she spent trapped with Vandhana’s discontented muttering, with her own thoughts, with the milk that still stained her clothes.


Carrying the dosa mixture, Janani nudged the door open with her elbow and stepped back inside. Morning light was beginning to filter in through the windows. The flame she’d lit in front of the altar cast a halo in which she could just make out the faces of the gods. She tiptoed her way past Vandhana’s curtained-off bed to the back door.


Outside, she lit the gas stove and began to heat the water for the sambar. The lentils were soft and the sparse vegetables added by the time Vandhana emerged from the house, her hair damp from her bath.


‘Isn’t it ready yet? We’re hungry.’


‘Soon, Mamiyar.’ Janani turned to find the dosa pan, rolling her eyes the minute she was out of her mother-in-law’s eyesight. She lifted the pot of sambar inside, into the kitchen, the smell of turmeric, ground lentils and mustard seeds making her stomach grumble. Setting the pan down, she went to wake Lavanika.


Her daughter lay on her sleeping mat, flushed with warmth and sleep. Her little pink lips were parted and her curls were a tangled mess, a storm cloud around her head. Kneeling beside her, Janani slipped a finger into one slightly cusped little palm, just as she’d done when Lavanika had been a baby. Her first baby. The one tiny girl she was allowed to keep. What would the other two look like now, if they had been allowed to live?


She was surprised her heart could still ache like this, that this much love and grief and guilt could live within one person.


‘Lavi?’ She kept the tremor out of her voice. ‘Wake up, little one. Time for your bath.’


Darshan had already arisen, bleary-eyed and blinking, rubbing his hands over his hair. He had a full day of driving today, thank Bhagavan. She needed him gone.


‘Another day of you lazing in the house,’ Vandhana muttered as they finished breakfast.


‘No, Ma,’ Janani said. ‘I’m going to the Nambeesans’ house. I’ll tell them I’ll start work again tomorrow.’ Her mother had always told her she was a terrible liar. Hopefully that had changed since her marriage. She had already gone to the Nambeesans’ house, had told Parvati Ma that she would be back after Pongal. She was looking forward to it, to being away from this place. She loved Parvati Ma in a way Vandhana would never allow herself to be loved. It had been that way ever since she was a little girl. Growing up with Sanjay, with bookish, quiet Vijay – the Nambeesans’ house had seemed almost as much of a home as her own, with Amma and Appa and Rupini Akka.


Until the day came when she realised it wasn’t. That that life didn’t belong to her.


But now she was back there, the only way she could be.


‘Finally,’ Vandhana said. ‘You’re getting older, girl. You didn’t take this long to recover after the last one. I had eight children, and after each one I was in the rice fields four days later.’


Janani bit her lip. ‘I’ll take Lavi with me. It’s Sunday, after all. She has no school to go to.’ She turned to Lavanika, who’d looked up from the scratched rubber ball she was rolling from one hand to the other. ‘Do you want to come, Lavi?’


‘Yes, Ma,’ Lavanika said, at the same time as Vandhana spoke, ‘Take her. Out from under my feet, for once.’ She flapped one of her scarred hands towards the door.


Janani finished the dishes and waited for Darshan to leave, without a farewell, before she rushed Lavanika off to get ready. She wanted to be gone before any more questions were asked. She wanted to be back before Vandhana noticed her afternoon chores hadn’t been done on time.


Her sari seemed to take forever to tie, as Lavanika spun around on the spot, watching her red, gold-hemmed skirt flare out around her.


‘I’ll see you soon, Ma,’ Janani called as they stepped through the door.


‘Bye, Patti!’ Lavanika shouted.


Vandhana stirred herself enough to raise a hand and grunt after her granddaughter.


‘Janani.’


They were halfway down the street when the voice called out from behind them. Janani was tempted to keep walking, but she heard her name a second time, enough to confirm who it was.


She turned.


‘Kamala Amma,’ she said.


The old woman was carrying a clump of dried coconut palm leaves, slung over her shoulder. The stalks were almost the same thickness as her arms. Some of the fronds were sliding into the dignified grey bun of her hair, as though seeking shelter from the sun. Her face, lined but unweathered in a way that made her impossible to age, showed no strain. As usual, Janani was drawn to those unusual eyes, a pale golden-brown, that made her seem younger than she could be. Kamala was old, older than anyone in Usilampatti, older than anyone knew. She was as much a part of the village as the old banyan tree beside Santhana Mari Amman’s temple. Everyone knew her – she’d delivered them, or their children, or their husbands. She was respected, and, though the men wouldn’t admit it, a little feared.


Janani hadn’t seen her since the night of her labour. Now, under the blue sky, the crispness of morning not yet faded from the air, that night seemed to have happened in another world, in a nightmare. She wasn’t sure she wanted the memories Kamala brought with her. The midwife had been there, every time. She’d known what would happen, and done nothing to help. But what could she have done, this old kind-eyed woman with her gentle hands?


‘I’ll walk with you, girl,’ Kamala said as she neared Janani. ‘Keep moving, you seem in a rush.’ She waved away Janani’s offer of a helping hand. ‘Where are you going, with the little one dressed so prettily?’


Lavanika had slipped to Janani’s other side and was peering at Kamala from around Janani’s body. Janani had dressed her in her favourite pattu pavadai. The iridescent green of the blouse glowed in the sun. Janani had stitched it herself, on the old Singer sewing machine, worried as always that the needle would sputter and stall.


‘The temple,’ she answered.


‘Ah.’ Kamala looked at her and back down the road. Her lips curved up into a smile. They were walking in a direction that would take them nowhere near any of the local temples. This road would take them into the warren of streets at the heart of Usilampatti and directly towards the bus station. ‘How are you feeling? It’s been two weeks. Has your pain gone?’


‘Mostly, yes,’ Janani said.


‘Good. You shouldn’t travel long distances until you’re recovered.’


Janani shot her a quick sideways glance, but there was no change in the old woman’s expression; she just repositioned the coconut palms and swatted at a dried frond that tapped at her forehead.


‘I won’t,’ she said.


Kamala hesitated, glancing down at Lavanika. Her daughter was walking ahead, a little skip in each alternative step, singing to herself. ‘The baby,’ Kamala said quietly. ‘Your mother-in-law didn’t say … didn’t ask me …’


Janani shook her head, quick, hard. ‘She did it herself. I don’t want to talk about it.’ She had to bite down on her lip to force the tears back. She felt Kamala’s hand on her arm, squeezing once, gently.


They walked in silence for a few moments.


‘You know,’ Kamala said, her voice once more brisk and sure, ‘you have to be careful what you pray for. Some places are powerful enough to pick the thoughts out of your mind. Before you enter a place such as that, you need to be sure of what you want.’


Janani cast a startled glance at the old midwife.


‘I’ll remember that, Kamala Amma,’ she said.


‘Good,’ the old midwife replied. Her steps slowed and she came to a stop. ‘I’m glad you’re feeling well enough to be out. And,’ she looked at the ground, then back up, her strangely pale eyes glistening, ‘I’m sorry, child. I’m sorry.’


She raised a hand and began walking, back the way she had come.


Lavanika trotted beside Janani. ‘Everyone says she’s a witch, Amma,’ she said.


Everyone did.


She must be a witch. When Manasi’s husband came home drunk and beat her, a stone fell on him in the quarry the next day and broke both his hands.


When the elders curse her, the monsoons are so bad the canals burst and the village floods.


Murugan didn’t pay her for the delivery of his second girl, because Kamala refused to use the poison. But then he got sick. He couldn’t work for months.


Gossip to break the boredom in the ration shop queue, waiting for the government-provided rice and lentils.


‘She’s a wise old woman, Lavi, that’s all.’


Lavanika tilted her head, a curl falling over her eyes. ‘You said we were going to the temple,’ she remarked. ‘Why are we going this way?’


‘I’ll tell you on the bus,’ Janani said. She stopped and turned to squat down to Lavanika. Dull pain rippled through her stomach. She ignored it and cupped her little girl’s face in her hands. ‘Lavi, you have to promise me something. This is a secret trip, OK? A secret that’s mine and yours only. You can’t tell Appa. You can’t tell Patti.’ If they realised she’d gone so far unaccompanied, even Darshan would beat her.


Lavanika nodded, dark eyes wide and solemn, and Janani kissed her forehead.


‘Good.’


They walked on towards the chaos of the bus station.


‘Look, Ma!’


A man rode by on a bicycle, balancing five sacks of rice on his head with one hand.


Janani gripped Lavanika’s upper arm. The traffic ricocheting through Avani Moola Street felt as if it were an inch away from her face. Trucks, buses crammed with shoppers and temple-goers on their way home, autos, cars, motorbikes – they were travelling much slower than they did on the highway, but there were so many of them.


It was rare that Janani came into the teeming heart of ­Madurai. It felt like stepping into a disturbed anthill. It was busier now than usual, of course. With Pongal came people from outside Madurai, sometimes from outside Tamil Nadu. There were as many crowding the streets as there were vehicles. She heard languages she recognised – Hindi, Malayalam – and many she didn’t. People from Karnataka and Andhra Pradesh, clogging the markets, crowding into the restaurants where the cooks made masala dosa after masala dosa, their arms moving in lithe, practised circles, their faces gleaming with sweat. So many people, it felt as though she’d be smothered.


But she could see Lavanika loved it. As the bus had trundled along, she’d pressed her little face against the window, watching places she’d never seen rush past them. She’d turned in circles as they’d jumped from the bus, gazing at the hordes of people. It was delightful to watch, but the sharp fear digging into Janani’s chest demanded her focus. Her daughter’s head barely reached the top of the wheels of the oncoming lumber trucks, but she didn’t seem to notice as she twisted around, her eyes huge to trap all the sights within them. Janani imagined her vanishing beneath those trucks, never to be seen again, or some strange man striding past and scooping her up. She couldn’t – wouldn’t lose her. Her fingers were sweaty on Lavanika’s skin.


‘Yes, Lavi, I saw,’ she said, answering the impatient tugs that threatened to loosen her sari. ‘But see there?’ She pointed up. ‘That’s where we’re going.’


Lavanika’s head dropped back, the curls tied up in their red-ribboned pigtails just brushing her shoulders.


Above the sounds of the horns and the slight haze of dust that hovered over the road rose the tiered spires of the Meenakshi Amman temple. The five towers they could make out stood in coloured splendour against the grey-blue sky, uncaring of the madness teeming around their base.


A gap appeared, a heartbeat wide, and Janani stepped into the road, her hold on Lavanika’s arm tightening. They scurried across under a barrage of horns, stopped in the middle of the road to let a lorry with a picture of Ganesha painted on its side race past, and ducked ahead of a young family on a scooter. The woman on the back looked Janani’s own age. The pallu of her sari flapped behind her in the wind. Her little son sat in front of her, her arms wrapped around his chest.


Across the road, everything seemed to slow down, just a little. The streets were still seething with people, people coming to shop, or worship, or both, but at least the street leading to the temple was too narrow to allow anything but pedestrians, cycles and scooters past. Janani’s chest loosened. They hurried past jewellery stores and shops for sari material, much faster than Lavanika seemed to like.


‘Amma, I want to see!’ she shouted, pointing at a shop window adorned with gold chains and elaborately decorated, silver-belled anklets.


‘We don’t have much time, Lavi,’ Janani said. ‘We don’t want Patti to become angry.’


There seemed to be a hundred shrines here, to saints and deities, for every prayer. As they passed a minor temple to Hanu­man, Janani looked in to see his statue carved in loving detail, his tail flowing to curve just above the floor in a graceful arc.


And then they emerged into the road encircling the grandest temple in the city.


Here, so close to Meenakshi Amman, the street was lined with shops selling lamps, incense and flowers. The scent of jasmine overlayed the dust, cow dung and fuel. Market stall holders displayed their trays of plastic bangles and packets of pottu.


Lavanika shouted and pulled away from Janani’s grasp, sprinting to the nearest stall, the golden hem of her skirt fluttering at her ankles. She passed right over the plain traditional red circle pottu and pulled out a packet that glittered like jewels.


Tense though Janani was, she had to smile. They’d look like coloured stars on Lavi’s smooth sun-darkened forehead. But she shook her head. ‘No. You’re always losing them. It’s a waste of money.’


Lavanika’s brow wrinkled. She opened her mouth, but Janani got in before her.


‘Where’s the one Patti gave you this morning?’


One hand went to her bare forehead and a grin leaked back onto Janani’s face.


‘When you come home from school with your pottu still where it’s supposed to be three days in a row, I’ll buy you some that sparkle like diamonds,’ Janani said. She didn’t mention the new pottu waiting to decorate Lavanika’s head on Pongal morning. ‘Now, let’s keep walking. We don’t have much time.’


Lavanika was pouting as Janani pulled her along, but there was too much around her to distract her. Even Janani’s eyes were drawn to the hundreds of brass lamps, the women in silk saris that paraded in and out of the jewellery stores, and the stalls selling pictures of gods gazing with idyllic calm from their painted gold frames.


They followed the crowd around the side of the temple to the main entrance. The sun was hanging well above it now. The arched gate rose above them, now close enough for Janani to make out the vivid blues and yellows and reds of the paint that adorned the hundreds of carved figures around it. Demons and gods, animals and humans, all frozen in moments of frantic activity as though time had stopped still halfway through their lives.


Just outside, an old woman, her legs and arms barely wider than a broomstick sat with her wares – strings of brilliant flowers only just beginning to wilt in the heat – watching the stream of people pass her by with the indifference of years. Janani noticed the moment the rheumy old eyes alighted on Lavanika. They brightened and drew at the corner of her lips until the two of them were exchanging jarringly similar gap-toothed smiles.


Janani, smiling herself, handed a few paise over to the old lady and selected strings of jasmine flowers to twine through their hair. Lavanika’s she wrapped around each pigtail so the soft petals brushed against her neck.


‘God bless you,’ the old woman said.


The temple itself was swarming with people. Janani couldn’t believe that it would be even more crowded on Pongal morning, but she’d seen it once before, the lines of devotees streaming out of the temple’s mouth like an undulating tongue, heads craning up to the pillars, children bouncing on their toes.


She led Lavanika through the east entrance, towards the beautiful square pond where other worshippers were congregating to wash the dirt of the streets from their skin before they entered to pray. She’d forgotten how huge it was, more a lake than the tiny ponds built into the fields behind the village temples hundreds of years ago. All four sides were formed of steps leading down towards the blue-green water. On three sides, rows of plants created a barrier between steps and water; on the fourth, people were descending to wash their hands and face and feet.


For a split second, Janani was tempted to walk straight on and save precious time. They’d already bathed this morning, and if she didn’t return in time to start the evening meal Vandhana would … She had to stop her hand lifting to her head. But the sweat dampening the hair at her temples swayed her towards the steps down to the water. She felt too grimy to enter after the jolting bus ride with the exhaust fumes blowing back into their faces. And she didn’t want to take any chances. It would be a long time before she’d be able to come back here.


As they splashed water over themselves, Janani told Lavi the story of how Meenakshi had descended from heaven to earth here, on this very spot. ‘There are lots of miracles that happen when you pray here,’ she said. ‘Babies born, marriages made, sicknesses cured.’ Maybe an evil mother-in-law dead, she didn’t say, and pushed that thought to one side.


‘I’m praying for you and Appa and Patti and my pottu,’ Lavanika said.


Janani kissed her wet forehead.


They moved through the pillars, carved with image after image of gods and goddesses, nymphs and celestial beings, the demon asuras and rakshasas. The crush around them became a constant pressure as they moved through the open archway of the main complex, men and women all mingled together. Janani kept Lavanika close, pressed into the folds of her sari, her arms around her chest to create some semblance of personal space.


A colossal golden statue of Ganesha stood guard at the inner shrine, surrounded by flickering clay lamps. Janani touched her hand to her ears and bowed three times. Lavanika copied her movements, a tiny, delayed reflection.


‘Keep moving!’ barked a stern-faced pujari, sweat glistening on his face.


They shuffled into the inner rooms and the heat intensified. Not the heat from the outside world – that was kept at bay by the cool grey stone. This was the living heat of bodies pressed against each other, a devout, desperate heat. Janani was conscious of her tongue, dry as stale idli in her mouth, tasteless as paper.


They crept forward like prisoners in the darkness. Lavanika’s body was rigid and she was moulded against Janani’s legs. Janani could feel the growing tension in the room as the breathing, sweating mass around her inched closer and closer, until finally, just a few steps ahead, in the tiny alcove of the innermost shrine, she caught her first glimpse of what she’d risked coming to see.


The smell of ghee and incense engulfed her. Janani breathed it in and closed her eyes for the briefest of moments. The room wasn’t quiet – with this amount of people flowing through it, it could never be – but Janani ignored it. She pulled out her prayer from the dark recess in her mind, from the black solid mass that her grief had become.


Anything. Please, Bhagavati, I’ll do anything. Just give me a boy. Another baby I can keep.


With Lavanika pressed against her, the prayer felt like a betrayal. She pushed the feeling away.


‘Keep moving!’


Around her, people being propelled past the goddess craned themselves backward, hands reached above their heads with palms pressed together, their lips moving in frantic last-minute prayer.


She was swept away, clutching Lavanika to her and shuffling to keep her footing, leaving the goddess smiling mysteriously behind her.


Janani’s lungs felt lighter the second they emerged into the main hall.


‘There are too many people, Amma!’ Lavanika said. Her round cheeks were flushed a dark red, the curls at her temple sweat-flattened against the skin, and her eyes were wide.


‘I know, little one,’ Janani said. ‘We’re going.’


They lined up for prasadam first. Janani had to admit the thought of food that she hadn’t had to prepare or pay for made her stomach clench and her mouth water shamefully. Yoghurt rice, jaggery and rice payasam, ghee-roasted sweet appam – Lavanika was scooping up balls of rice the size of her palm and forcing them into her mouth. Her mouth was ringed with yoghurt and she had a piece of pappadum stuck to one cheek. Janani was caught between laughing and scolding her, but she didn’t think she looked much better herself.


She was aware of some tightness leaving her shoulders as she left the temple. Around them, the crowd broke apart like a torn necklace, people scattering like loose beads in a hundred directions. Lavanika had recovered almost as soon as they had stepped outside.


‘Amma, let’s look at the shops now!’ She bounced along, hanging off Janani’s hand, her jasmine flowers shedding petals onto her blouse.


‘No, Lavi,’ Janani said. She needed to get home. There was rice to be cooked, water to be pumped and carried, and she had to bring in the clothes before the rain came. Vandhana would sit and watch them soak, and wring them over Janani’s head when Janani got home. And tomorrow was the first day of Pongal. She would clean the house, top to bottom, and walk to get the rice and jaggery and milk she would need for the day after.


She so badly didn’t want to go back, didn’t want to drag Lavanika away.


What choice did she have?


‘Lavanika, it’s time to go.’


They were caught in the traffic on the bus ride home. It was packed full of people, like chickens in crates, limbs and heads hanging out of windows. The two of them sat tight against their own window, Janani keeping a firm arm around Lavanika’s waist, as two more women piled onto the seat beside them. The bus stood with a herd of honking others behind cargo trucks full of timber and quarried stone. Fumes the colour of ash engulfed them. Janani made Lavanika hold a piece of her sari across the lower half of her face. Although she did the same, there was a thick, rancid taste in her mouth.


Thankfully, the bus’s lingering effects had faded by the time they reached home because Vandhana was waiting for them.


‘Where have you been?’ Vandhana asked, her voice quiet.


‘Lavanika, go and wash your hands,’ Janani said. When her daughter had gone, she faced her mother-in-law. ‘They wanted to speak to me, Mamiyar,’ she said. ‘Tell me about some changes around the house …’


Vandhana slapped her across the cheek. The blow wasn’t hard, but the old, bony fingers left Janani’s skin stinging. ‘What will you feed your husband when he gets home, useless girl? And clean that mess up.’ She pointed behind them and Janani turned to see a trail of jasmine petals, already yellowing, marking where Lavanika had stepped. ‘Wasting money on flowers.’


Janani managed to finish the cooking just as the sun sank beneath the horizon and mosquitos began to gather around the oil lamps. Darshan still hadn’t appeared. The three of them ate together, accompanied by Lavanika’s aimless, soothing chatter.


Afterwards, Janani took Lavanika outside for a bath, pouring jugs of water over both of their bodies, and the grime of the road sluiced off with it. When they returned, Vandhana had already retreated behind the cloth curtain that hid her sleeping mat. Her snores bounced around the tight walls.


They slipped into their room and settled together on the bed.


‘Amma, can you tell me a story?’ Lavanika asked.


‘There was once a prince named Prahalad,’ Janani whispered. Light flickered on the walls above their head. ‘His father was the demon king Hiranyakashipu.’


Darshan’s voice floated through the window. ‘Aahaa kannan thunai raadhae raadhe …’


His voice was an atrocious attempt at Ilayaraja’s. Janani wondered if it were her imagination, or whether the cheap whisky on his breath really was being carried through the walls.


Janani ignored him and continued. ‘Hiranyakashipu was a very rich king with a rich kingdom, and he was very proud of his son. But there was a problem.’


The singing was getting louder.


‘That’s Appa,’ Lavanika whispered, a moment before the door slammed open.


‘… nenjellaaaaaam,’ Darshan trailed off.


For a brief moment, there was little more than the heavy sound of his breathing and the rumble of a scooter passing in the street. Then there was his stumbling footsteps, and the sound of the door banging.


‘You might have to sleep with Patti tonight,’ Janani murmured, heart sinking.


‘Again?’ Lavanika said. She frowned. ‘She snores louder than Appa.’


The bedroom door opened with more force than was necessary and they both turned to face it. The stench of whisky, harsh enough for tears, rolled off Darshan as though he’d bathed in the stuff.
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