



[image: Cover: The Archer: A Novel]









The Archer


[image: Images]


a novel by


Shruti Anna Swamy


[image: Images]
ALGONQUIN BOOKS OF CHAPEL HILL 2021









For my mother,
and for her mother









I did battle for you once, then lost. Would I deny you music? I will be your guru and give you lessons every day. Let the music break out of the vinai and flow everywhere in the forest. Don’t think of it as an ordinary musical instrument. Think of it as your life, and play on it.


—Ambai, “Forest”
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For a time Vidya had not had a mother or a brother, she had only the idea of a mother and a brother: they were imaginary but real in the same way god was. For a time she had not had a mother but an aunt and not a brother but two cousins who had lived with her in the one room flat she shared with her father. The Cousins were girls, older than her, they were not cruel but it was clear they found her irrelevant. They did their schoolwork quietly in the kitchen, whispering to each other, glamorous secrets of movie stars and breasts. The Aunt had rough, worried hands, and yanked the comb through the girl’s hair, which got snarled even in braids. When Father Sir came home from giving tuitions she had gone to sleep but heard the door open and shut.


There was a woman in a room they went to visit every month, a woman with no voice and a face that turned toward the window, but that was not a mother, mothers lived at home with their children. And sang to them. Now the Aunt-Not-Mother had been put away with the Cousins-Not-Brother, and the Room-Not-Mother had come to live in the house and answered Vidya’s question when is my mother coming home, which she asked out of habit more than hope, with the firm and sometimes angry response of I am your mother. The child put her hands curiously in the Room-Not-Mother’s hair but the Room-Not-Mother brushed her away as though she were a fly. She asked Room-Not-Mother to sing a song to her at bedtime (Aunt-Not-Mother did not sing to her at bedtime, as was expected: she was a not-mother) and Room-Not-Mother did not sing a song and instructed her to close her eyes. She closed her eyes. In the dark she could hear Father Sir talking to Room-Not-Mother, who answered his questions very simply with yeses and nos. Was the heat making her feel ill. No. Had she heard from her sister. No. Would she write to her again? Yes. Then her mind flattened like a coin and she was asleep.


Now Vidya studied (Room-Not-)Mother as she wiped her face again and again with her sari. Earlier she had been in a frenzy of chopping and frying, but she seemed not to know anymore what motion to provide her restless body. Her eyes were keen and dark and hard, like the eyes of a man. She wore a pale green sari with a pretty gold border, cotton, but her best. Skin pulled taut against the drum of her body, in the strip between blouse and skirt: ribs, like that of an unhappy dog. Outside she wore strange shoes of brown leather and real laces—shoes that made the neighbors whisper—inside her bare feet were big like Vidya’s were big, Vidya’s already three sizes larger than the other girls at school. Father Sir, emerging from his bath, gave a sharp glance to Vidya sitting idle on the divan, swinging her legs. “Are you helping your mother?”


She shook her head.


“Well?”


“I’m finished,” said the Mother.


“Before you sit down you must always say, mother dear, how may I be of service?”


“I said I’m finished,” said the Mother. “I don’t need help now.”


“The girl should learn.”


The Mother turned away. She was preparing the puja plate, and placed a whole laddu beside the tiny holy things necessary for the rite: a pile of uncooked rice, an oil lamp still unlit, kumkum and sandalwood paste to be smeared wetly, and a small brass bell. Vidya was glad that she had not been pressed into service in the kitchen, not because she disliked chores (though she did) but because the sight of so much food, so much food all at once, brought on a kind of fright in her. It was not time to eat yet and she had been scolded out of the kitchen several times—not even a taste—and sat on the divan swinging her legs with anxiety. Would there be enough? What would she eat first? What would this brother be like—would she know him? What if the Brother ate everything, and there was nothing left for her? Recently, the sight of food, food cooking in the stalls along the side of the road—jalebis, bhel, aloo tikki, sev puri—made her feel a wretchedness that was like falling ill. It was dulled only after the morning glass of milk, if she got the morning glass of milk, which, now that Aunt-Not-Mother and Cousins-Not-Brother’s hungry mouths had vanished, she was given every morning, and sometimes in the evening also. Father Sir left before she woke and returned after she was asleep, and on the weekends he would see her and say: well? This made her uncontrollably shy and she would mouse down into her dress and say yes sir.


“What time does the train get in?”


“One.”


“So go, na? You don’t want to make them wait.”


“I won’t make the train come any faster.”


But she was nearly pushing him out the door. He put his shoes on in the hallway. He was laughing and said again, “I won’t make the train come any faster.” Then there he was downstairs, walking through the dusty courtyard, straight through a cricket game of the chaali’s boys; they paused and watched him while he passed, in white, a dhoti and a clean kutra. When Father Sir was gone from the window, Vidya turned to watch the Mother again. She had forced herself down into stillness, sat with her hands folded and gripped hard on her lap. She was muttering something under her breath, barely audible, forbidding vowels. Then she fixed her eyes on her daughter and said, “Come here.”


Vidya crossed the width of the apartment to the chair where the woman sat: a distance of no more than a few feet. The woman touched her daughter, fixing, smoothing what couldn’t be fixed or smoothed, the wild puff of hair that fuzzed up the girl’s neat braid, the wrinkles sweated into her good dress. “Do you love your brother?”


“Yes,” said Vidya dutifully.


“Then you must tell him. You must say, welcome home, my dear brother.”


Vidya nodded.


“And you must care for him like a mother.”


No. No. She was to be a not-mother. She looked at the woman with panic.


“I thought you were the mother.”


“Yes,” she said, her tone quickening. “I am the mother. But what I mean is you’ll have to help me take care of him.”


“Why?”


“Because he is your brother.”


“Will I be the mother?”


“No, no. I am the mother.” Then, exasperated, she stopped speaking. The apartment was filled with the smell of food. It was like a dream—or a nightmare—so many smells. Vidya had dreams where she was eating everything, kulfi and handvo and rotis and dhal and kheer. She fell upon her knees and ate like a dog, crying out with pleasure and joy. But in these dreams the food never filled her, it was like eating fistfuls of air. Woke with that hard pain in her stomach, and couldn’t sleep sometimes, until dawn.


Each minute ripened. It was incredible how much time could be contained in the increments measured by the clock. She thought she would ask again about the food but each time she looked at the Mother she was hushed by the look on her face—it was a terrible look. The Mother was folding herself inward and trying not to cry, and the effort to suppress this monumental emotion was making her eyes red. Vidya looked out the window. The cricket boys had resumed their game, they were calling to one another. Even the littlest ones would not play with her because she was a girl, and spoke to her, when they had to, with disdain. But brothers were different, she was confident of this. In fact, a brother could crack the world of the boys open, and invite her inside. They might never make her the batsman, but surely she could be a minor fielder until she proved her skill. They would rush her, chanting her, she would crow with them: king of the boys! But the Brother? The Brother was a blank, she had no notion of his face (there was a picture kept framed in the house of the Mother holding a baby, but the features were so indistinct it could have been any baby, including Vidya herself), yet she felt him in this moment looking up at her admiringly. King of the boys, she and her brother, but mostly she.


Then, there, on the far corner of her vision, a tonga dropped three passengers off in the street. They were as tiny as toys: the tonga pulled by a toy-donkey, and the three passengers—a man dressed in white, a dark woman in a parti-colored sari, and a child, an almost baby, carried in the arms of the woman. The girl watched them quietly as they crossed the courtyard. The game had to be paused, but it was paused good-naturedly. Father Sir called something out to the boys as he passed, a greeting of some sort, and there was joy in the sound of his voice if not the words it carried. The Mother heard Father Sir’s voice but remained where she was, as though calmed by it.


“Listen, now, when your mother’s sister comes you must tell her how much you love the beautiful dress she sent you.”


“But when should I kiss my brother?”


“After. Say my dress is very lovely auntie.”


“My dress is very lovely auntie.”


“Good, just like that.”


The Mother was smiling and wiping her eyes. The three toys were moving up the stairs but neither woman nor girl rushed out to greet them. The woman took the girl’s small hand and held it tightly, squeezing it. The feeling of being touched by the woman was so lovely, that the time that had moved for ages so slowly began, now, to quicken. Only moments, only seconds before she had a Brother, and her Mother touched her hair. The door opened. Slipping off their shoes in the hall—


The light coming from the doorway darkened them. They were just shapes. Then Father Sir stepped through the door and became himself, and the woman in the brightly colored sari holding the boy became herself, and the boy became himself. Who were they? Father Sir was self-evident, he was tall and thin with a high forehead and beady glasses like Gandhiji. The woman who must be her aunt had a dark face and was weeping. There was a stud of gold in her nose. The sari was checked with green and yellow, bordered in red, the colors that licked the eye. Before she got to the boy who was her Brother she performed her task to the weeping woman’s knees. “MydressisverylovelyAuntie.”


The Mother pulled Vidya away roughly. “Where is my sister?”


“Her son fell ill, madam.”


“So she sends a servant?” said the Mother.


“She didn’t want to leave her son, madam.” She had managed to stop weeping, but was holding tightly to the boy. The boy, the baby, the Brother. Vidya could see his little feet dangling down, bare feet, but he had folded his face into the chest of the woman and showed his sister only the back of his dark head. Sister. She said, “Welcome home, my dear brother,” and then looked at the Mother, now doubtful, to see if she had spoiled this task as she had spoiled the other one, perhaps she had muddled up the words, the order—an adult mystery. But the Mother did not seem to have heard her and was looking now at the boy, hard at the boy. On her face was a tightly concentrated fury. Fury at Vidya, at the Brother, at the other woman? Or, most unfathomably of all, at Father Sir? The Mother held out her arms. The expression on the other woman’s face trembled for a moment and the boy, who had been sleeping, began to wake, transferred from mother to mother: Vidya caught his face, gathering red and splitting open into a cry. He was saying ammu, ammu, as the dark woman relinquished him, twisting away from the woman his mother, back to the arms of the woman who had brought him, who cast her gaze down and squeezed her hands together. The Mother’s face became tender as she held the boy. She rocked him back and forth and whispered to him silly little rhymes, ones Vidya had never heard the Mother utter. He would not calm. He began to kick. Instead of setting him back in the other woman’s arms, which were stretched out to receive him, he was set screaming on the divan. Immediately the boy was up, tottering on his skinny legs, toward the parti-colored woman, who touched him, his head, and began to speak to him gently in a language that no one but he could understand.


The Mother was standing clenched, so upright. Her keen dark man’s eyes were full of red.


“Come, come, let’s eat,” said Father Sir. “We’re all of us hungry.”


Food! And Brother so small and fussy—he surely would not eat very much. But the Mother would not move from where she was standing to ready the meal and offer plates.


Father Sir said, “Wife!”


Fear—the room held it, that the Mother would crack. As she stood, holding her sari balled in each hand, so still, with only the vein at her temple flickering with pulse. Not a sound was made, even Vidya held her breath. And in an instant the room righted itself, an inexplicable shift in weather, the Mother said I forgot to do the puja, and the boy was held again by the woman, calm now, sucking his thumb, while his mother circled his face with the small flicker of light, ringing the small brass bell, then printing his brow center with a smear of red, and fragrant beige, and a single bead of rice, which fell off right away. She broke the laddu in two and pushed the sweet between the boy’s lips—he chewed at it distractedly with nubbly teeth. The other half was given entire to the woman who held him. Laddus: the ferocity of yellow sugar. If Vidya was given a laddu she broke it in her palm and ate each grain. The boy ate his oppositely, fast and unthinking. He looked calm now and didn’t seem to mind being at the center of so many’s attention, tugging the ear of the woman who held him, tiny, a baby, with none of the plumpness of baby, with none of baby’s glowing health. He looked yellow and somehow tough, his skin scaly with dryness.


“Are you hungry?” The Mother pointed her question at the other woman without seeming, exactly, to address her. Her voice was filled with a determined coolness, and she used the familiar, though not the most cuttingly familiar you.


The woman seemed to have trouble with the question and stood for some moments looking uncomfortably at the floor. Then she said, “No, no, please don’t trouble yourself.”


“Don’t be silly,” said Father Sir. “You’ve had a long journey. How many hours?”


“Thirteen.”


“Thirteen hours. Come, wash up, we’ll run some water for you. Then you can eat.”


The woman was brought a towel, she parted from the Brother with reluctance, pulling shut the curtain that demarcated the washroom from the kitchen. He screamed, the Brother, his eyes outlined in kohl: kohl gave his eyes the burning quality of a saint. The woman began to talk to him from behind the curtain as she washed—at the sound of her voice he quieted. The Mother was loath to leave him, but she did, immersing herself in the kitchen to prepare the food while Father Sir seated himself on the floor and waited for the plates to be brought to him. Vidya, reminded, rose to follow the Mother into the terrifying kitchen, which was filled with the noise of food. “Go give this plate,” and she carried it with care, heavy with food, sick with food, kadhi and raita and black chana, and shaak and rotis made fresh, one after the other, by the Mother who squatted by the stove with the shine of sweat across her brow and made them thin with the intelligence of her own fingers, thin as paper, puffed over the flame, fragrant of ripe wheat shined with ghee. Father Sir first, then Vidya was given her own plate, her own roti, while the Mother sat down by the boy and began to feed him with her own hand, food he accepted with a benign indifference. She was smiling now, the Mother, as the boy let her touch his face, though every once in a while he would turn away with an anxious look to the dark woman, who had emerged from behind the curtain and would smile at him, and then he would turn his face back toward the offered food.


Vidya was in an agony of indecision. Faced with so many dishes at once, she touched nothing on her plate, just stared at it—four little cups containing bright circles of food, the perfectly circular roti at the center, cooling. The smell of the food came up to her, it came into her, thrashed against her. Rice was brought out. But the food—her food. Her stomach hurt.


“Eat,” said Father Sir, who had already finished his rice. She knew better than to cry or say I can’t. She could see herself, her little brown hand, come quick down and tear the roti between her fingers, then dip into a dish—which dish, which food?—and bring the morsel into her mouth. But she could not will the hand to do it. She looked away from her plate, and then eagerly back at it, afraid that it had vanished. It was still there. She could not move.


“What’s the matter?” said the Mother.


She shook her head.


“What’s the matter, don’t like?”


“No.”


“Don’t like? Don’t eat,” said the Mother, and lifted away the untouched plate.


The Mother did sing. Badly. But not to her. The notes felt curiously sour and wrong, even when there was no other music, and the voice that sang them was uncomfortably naked, like the voice one prayed with, or the body that one bared with honesty to the doctor. She practiced in the full light of day, loudly, after morning’s breakfast, and took lessons on Sundays at the Kalā Sangam Bhavan Classical Music and Dance Complex, bringing the Brother and then Vidya to care for him.


Vidya discovered that the Brother was a good audience for jumping off the Bhavan’s steps; to him, even a jump from the first step was impressive. Gaining confidence she would climb, watching him watch her with admiration as she leapt down the second and then the third step, he laughing in delight at her neat landings. But the fifth was tall, as tall as her, she looked down over the edge. She had jumped from there last week but had forgotten how it felt to be so brave. The sixth! There was a thing called death: you went to another place. You jumped off the highest step in the world and were thrilled into flying. No, death was a bad thing, a lonely thing. A stern grandma had died, you didn’t see her anymore. The loved grandma remained. But death came for all, not only the very old. Death lived maybe on the tenth step.


Against the wall, half-dozing, a watchman in khakis and long wool jerked up and smiled at the Brother, and then at her. She didn’t return the smile. They looked at you like you were the same as other children, they always smiled at you as if you were the same: silly, clowning, social, unserious, playing make-believe or, worse, becoming precious for them. Some of her cousins behaved like this when trying to win the love of Grandma during summer visits and it disgusted her. Her Mother would whisper to her, with delicious scorn, look at that little liar; Grandma was never swayed, but aunties were, which made them not worth loving.


She skipped the sixth step and went directly to the seventh, where she always stalled; she could climb no closer to death. She sat for a while with her feet over the edge. The Bhavan’s courtyard seemed to exist outside the city, borrowing only its birds, which crossed in lazy flocks the rectangle of sky that capped the compound. Parrots showed green against the blue, but their scribbling noise was muted by the assonant chorus of music lessons, each individual lesson weaving into a new whole that contained an element of the Mother she could not quite hear, but still somehow sense. Through the door, she had seen the Mother’s teacher wince at the sound of her voice, but the Mother had not noticed or cared, and plowed on, heedless.


Yes, though, there was another noise, a sense of rhythm, the shivering sound of rain. It was nearer, and then voices too, on the ground floor, and Vidya, now curious, followed the steps toward the sound: the level half underground and half above it, with windows that looked onto the courtyard and the street, letting in a dim yellow light:


there were girls moving with purpose in this new secret room; their movements were described twice, by the rhythm of finger and palm against drum (a man played the drums, pulling from it a range of tones both heavy and light, his fingers springing away from the dark cores) and by spoken voice (a woman recited the rhythm in a language of single syllables, mysterious, expressive words both odder and more familiar than English)—and a third time by the bells wound thickly around the ankles of the best girls, and thinly around the ankles of the younger girls, some almost as young as her, some teenagers or even young women, moving with varying grace and control, but all moving with purpose, their bodies taut with the effort of correctness, their feet speaking and their eyes driven inward. Vidya, in the doorway, was not seen, was only seeing, her body lifting unconsciously, straightening itself, wanting to stand and move correctly as she watched a girl at the front of the room moving in a whirling yellow kameez, with short, swift limbs, who made a phrase with her body and was scolded by the woman who had spoken it, who made the phrase again with her body, moving this time her arms in concert with her legs, her bells glistening with hard noise, and was scolded again by the woman, who, in the dim light, had the fierce, kohl-made eyes of a leader and a ferocious bearing, not unlike the Mother’s, even while seated. This woman was beautiful, magnetically so. Her hair, striped with white, was parted down the middle and pinned into a low bun in a plain style so that her opulent face stood out in relief to it, pale and richly colored, her eyes a glinting black as though jeweled. Her hand slapped against her thigh, marking the same rhythm she spoke through that strange language of single syllables, and the moving girl again tried the phrase slightly refined and this time was not scolded by the woman—not praised, but her bearing became prouder, as if she had been praised. The room was incredibly hot: there was no fan, in the corner was a small shrine to Shiva with his foot lifted in destruction, a stick of incense burned to the nub for him and the room smelled of it, and loudly of sweat, the girls’ and the percussionist’s, whose hands seemed to take a precise effort regardless of how quickly or slowly the rhythm was that issued from them, and he held his arms very heavily in order to let his fingers be light. She could be tiny in the doorway: just eyes. Watching the girl move now made her want to be nothing. A thought came to her and it was like the first thought she had ever had: I am nothing. How long she stood there, fixed—moth: flame. Then suddenly coming out of a dream she remembered her Brother and ran up the steps.


Evening had deepened outside but the Mother was not finished. The Brother was sitting by himself on the step she had abandoned, a cry starting to bubble into his face, and she snatched him up and stood in the courtyard listening now to the sounds coming from the building, trying to parse and understand them. What was the language the woman spoke? And to whom were they speaking, exactly? Not with that odd spoken language, not just. With their bodies that they made follow a set of grace rules.


“Ah, you must be a dancer,” said the watchman.


“That was dancing?”


“Of course. What else would it be?”


She thought it was the clapping and swirling of Navaratri, exuberant and ordinary. She sat on the step. To be small was to be comfortable with the world being constantly upended: oh, but she wasn’t. The sun was going and the sky began to bruise from its absence.


“Vidya!”


There she was, the Mother, so tall, in her funny outside shoes, men’s shoes made of brown leather, with laces and too large, in her gray and red sari, descending the steps. The hour’s music had left sweetness on her tongue. In the fading light the Mother looked familiar and fragile, and Vidya ran up the steps toward her, heedless of the trailing Brother: wanting the Mother, wanting no harm to come to her, wanting her hand. She took it, cool, in her hot palms.


“Here I am.”


Sleeping, she thought about moving like the girls until she was dreaming. She was underwater where the gods drowned in the festival looked at her with their cracked wide-open eyes. Her movements were difficult and pure in the salt of the city’s bay water. She woke when the Mother woke, in the small hour before dawn. The Mother made no sound as she woke, and the others slept on heedless, but Vidya was tugged out of sleep to watch her rise from her mat and walk to the kitchen and light with a match the small kerosene lamp they used in the evenings when the power was cut. Through the flickering light, Vidya watched the Mother draw out a notebook from the cupboard that housed schoolthings. The defensiveness with which the Mother held herself was entirely absent: it was as though she had walked straight into her notebook from her dreaming. She seemed to be leaning out of her body, reaching with her mind toward the notebook as her pencil moved over it. Her lips moved as though she were praying. What was she doing? In her face, in the eyes, there was that same quality of intention, of will. Holy eyes. The nature of the work, it was clear, was inscrutable but important.


Watching the Mother, Vidya was coming awake. She liked to come awake slowly, like this; it was difficult changing states, a night creature turning into an entirely different one that functioned during the day, and then had to turn back into the original creature once night fell. Father Sir and the Brother were unlike her: they were awake as soon as their eyes came open. Fresh pale light began to gather at the window, when it reached a certain density Father Sir sat up and stretched. Vidya went outside to clean her teeth, dreamy at this task, rubbing the bitter tooth powder with a lazy finger, then spitting over the railing (look first! shouted an angry neighbor—but she never did). She liked the feeling of her soul returning to her body the same way her arm came awake when she pressed the life out of it. In this time, she could see herself outside herself like when she watched the Mother, she could see her own smallness, the small holes where her eyes were and her tiny ears, and her tiny grasping hands and feet, her pink divided tongue with its flat tip: all the equipment she had to divine the world’s moods and rules and strange events.


Bodies were secrets: not hers. She was a clean little egg, hunched in the bathing-room, she spread the lips of her susu and enjoyed the look of it, glossy before it was even wet, with a lush texture and the faintest most animal scent. But take too long at your bath and the Mother might pull you out and slap you. So she was careful. It was important to not be slapped in the morning to keep the feeling of dreaming on, until it dissipated, slowly, of its own accord, during the yellow hour of mother-chores. Then she was transformed into her day self, standing triumphant on the roof, dredging the washed clothes from their bucket and laying them on the railing so she could overturn the bucket to stand on as she hung them dripping from the line. From here, six stories up, the heat and noise of the city—the city’s weight—was eased and softened. What lay before her seemed to her to be the whole of Bombay with its flapping laundry and water tanks, though she couldn’t see the ocean, obscured by Malabar Hill, a green slope dotted with the white mansions and bungalows of the rich and the Saint Catherine’s Nursing Home, where rich babies were born. Even white babies, though she had never seen one—only the white baby dolls in the window of the toy store in Colaba that shut their lovely blue eyes when they were laid on their backs for bed. The day self was strong enough to withstand it, to withstand chores, and school, and the evening hours before bed. But the night self was the true self, the one who dreamed.


The Mother didn’t like to talk during the yellow hour. Sometimes she lay down on the divan with a look of pain on her face and would not be moved. Mi-grane, said Father Sir in English, who showed her to take a rag and dip it in cool water to spread across the haunted forehead. In a nightmare the Mother was moaning, her hands pressed against her ears. Her blood was too hot and needed to be cooled, Vidya understood, laying the rag against the Mother’s skin: she understood the Mother’s nightmare. Vidya would be standing at the window watching the dogs at the edge of the courtyard bunched in their bodies and dreaming, she would be sucking her finger to get its first tang of salt, and humming something to herself mindlessly, four or five repeated notes in a drowsy sequence, and would feel a flickering thing within her like a very very small flame, very very small, but if she could hold on to the thread of it she could say what it was and grow it, it was a good feeling, deeply good, but so shy and without any name—and then suddenly a dog would wake and snap its jaws, it would nose into itself to bite a wound that itched, only that, and the feeling would snuff out and she would feel wildly bad, as though she had been slapped.


The day would fall into a despairing mood, and turn so ugly, she would spend brown hours doing chores or her schoolwork, and there was nothing good in the world but the jar of honey kept on a high shelf in the kitchen, which, when held to the light, glowed gold like a lantern, and when licked had a terrible sweetness. But she was not allowed to hold it. She didn’t even want to eat it, just to hold it. She was not allowed. She was in a rage and wanted to do something bad; when no one was looking, she broke Father Sir’s red pencil in two, sorry as soon as she’d done it. The two broken halves looked as disturbing as the gecko split by her evil boy-cousins, and she put them trembling back in the case, leaving the nightmaring Mother with the Brother, and went to school with her slate wrapped in a cloth so it wouldn’t be smudged. Mi-grane. The Mother was not well. Crossing the street carefully, Vidya walked quickly past the sweetshop not wanting to be flooded with itchy desire. All day all day she thought about the pencil, the way it snapped so easily in her hands, like time itself, separating between what could have been and what was. She was not ready with an answer when Schoolteacher called on her and she received a rap along her knuckles with the flat of a ruler. Stung! She felt ashamed before god and asked for his forgiveness, but she didn’t receive a reply. What an evil girl she was, what bad deeds she was capable of! Walking home, she looked at herself in the jewelry store window, delighted, momentarily, by her wrongdoing. She would run away! She would lead a rebel army, like the Rani of Jhansi!


The Mother was up and cooking, the boy banging two cups together, adding his noise to the evening racket. The chaali was never quiet, but in the late afternoon it ran several channels of gossip and at least two fights, and all sorts of yelling from the kids downstairs, not to mention the Mehtas’ radio with the sound turned up so the neighbors could enjoy the program. The sounds of water, washing, of work, bodies laughing and groaning and living. Stripped suddenly of her courage, she wanted to weep, she was so bad, so sorry. She imagined a mother who would look for a moment at her, with the eyes really looking at her not just her shape or dirtiness or bother, but at her, to the dreaming core, and say her name. For a moment that was all she wanted in the world, that the Mother would look up and say her name. A name would pin her back into the world, make her belong inside it again; a name bound one person to another, made them belong to each other. Then she would do anything, anything, without complaint. “Take him, will you?” said the Mother without looking up.


Dutifully she took the cups out of his hands and lifted him up. He was soiled and she changed him. He was worse than a doll, laughing at her. She would not kiss him, or give him any sweet thing. When she put him down he started to cry so she picked him up again. Why did you break that pencil? she whispered in his ear, placing the broken halves into his hands like toys.


Then it was summer, already too hot, and they took the train to Father Sir’s father sir’s home in the north, in a world built of brown dust. From the train window she saw the black mountain where the goddess lived, and where, each harvest, pilgrims climbed in the desperate heat to offer her their prayers. In Father Sir’s father’s sir’s pale blue house Grandma sat in a room surrounded by Vidya’s one hundred cousins, looking like a huge, amazing, loving, gentle beast. “Come, Vidya,” she said, and lifted her onto her lap, heedless of the Brother. Vidya was favorite. In the sleeping hour, Grandma slept inside with the adults, and the children slept outside in the shaded courtyard. Vidya hated the sleeping hour, and would have preferred to wander, quiet, though the mud-cool rooms of the house, to sit quietly in the innermost room where the curd and milk and gods were kept, very quietly, she would not disturb anybody, but knew that if she were caught in this trespass her punishment would be severe, that the condition of Grandma’s love for her was more exacting than Grandma’s love for her wretched boy cousins. It was like god’s love: it demanded absolute fealty. She had crossed Grandma once, and Grandma’s face had turned startlingly violent, like a bull’s. And then Grandma would not look at her. This went on for days. She remembered begging at Grandma’s ankles. Low down she had the smell of soil in the folds of her sari, and the sweetish smell of the sandalwood and kumkum she used each morning in her prayers. When Grandma returned to her, Vidya was obedient to her every command. She sat charmed on her lap, tracing the tattoos that had been poked into Grandma’s skin with song and ink, blue as the blood that showed at each wrist where the skin was thinnest. Wasp, goddess, crescent moon—Grandma said they made her body more beautiful, and more sacred, but smiled: you didn’t even know I was beautiful, you wouldn’t believe it. And it was true, the girl could not imagine a grandma who was different from the old woman whose folded legs she so proudly occupied. Vidya would never be old, as she would never be beautiful, just a girl, and shook her head. You will be too, my girl, said Grandma wickedly. You too, my girl, will be both soon enough.


She lay down now on her mat. Her body became itchy all over in the windless air and she looked with longing at the older cousins who lay close to each other, speaking softly and laughing, languid but not sleepy, occupying the sleeping hour like swimmers waist deep in cool water while their top halves still resided in air. She forced her eyes closed and thought about dancing. Dancing—a secret was passed along, something a body told a body. She could not steal it, so how would she acquire it? The Mother would say no! It required money. Perhaps she could steal it by standing quietly and looking. She thought of the movements she remembered, but already they were blurred. Something you did with the hands, flashing the palms? To submerge the eyes in absolute serenity. How could she sleep now, when the world persisted, filled with shattering movement?


The Brother, bathed and fed, had been taken in to sleep with the grown-ups; now, fussing, he was carried out by the Mother, who stood on the verandah with him still in her arms, her arms always reaching for him when they were not otherwise occupied, an apology of arms always reaching for him. She walked slowly across the verandah bouncing the boy in her arms. After a while the Brother stopped fussing and fell into a doze, his body sagging against the Mother’s. But even then she did not stop walking back and forth across the verandah. She walked, rocking him, her lips were moving, her body gaining energy as it moved. She walked like this building fury until Father Sir came outside. Come inside, his body seemed to say, as he reached for the boy to put a hand on him but the Mother was too quick.


“He wakes when I stop moving.”


“He’s too old for this. You’ll make yourself sick. Have Vidya take him.”


The Mother clicked her tongue. “He’s my boy.”


“You didn’t sleep at all on the train. Even my sister can help.”


“Your sister who fed her children the milk that was meant for yours? And tell me this,” said the Mother, not even whispering now. “If your mother loves you so much, why didn’t she take him?”


“You know she couldn’t. They can’t take care of children.”


“She’s not an invalid.”


“They’re old.” Father Sir’s voice was unusually sharp; he was worried about being overheard.


“What nonsense. She carries on with the children all day.”


“It wasn’t up to her.”


“Jackals, all of them,” she said. “Everyone looking at me with their eyes like daggers. And this heat. It’s worse here than in the city.”


In the afternoons, the children went down to the river. She had been told the river was broad in the month following monsoon, big as the ocean it was named for, but whenever she was here it was flanked on both sides by hard, dry mud, with the same cracked fractals as elephant skin. Boys got to swim, but the girls of the family had been forbidden: long ago, a teenaged cousin had drowned. After chores, the girls made a doll of Vidya and practiced complex braids in the late afternoon shade. She enjoyed the feeling of their sudden attention and the feeling of so many hands in her hair as her head was tugged this way and that, listening equally to the distant shrieks of the splashing boys and the gentle voices of the girls who enjoyed singing the movie songs they had half-learned and embellished together the parts they didn’t know. After a while they became bored with being kind and started to tug her hair and tease her and goad her, calling her a tribal person. She was too dark, Suchitra pointed out, presiding over the group of girls as regally as Grandma presided over all the cousins. She was too dark; the color of her arms darkened, it seemed, as soon as she arrived in the village, to something the color of river mud: wet. Of Father Sir’s family, everyone seemed a light gold; it was the Mother’s side who incubated the secret tendency toward darkness, visible on the faces of the Mother’s elder brothers, whom Vidya had met long ago, as though in a dream, and of whose faces she remembered only this singular feature. Where do you belong, said Suchitra, with mud-people? You should go live in the forest with your tribe. Vidya ran away, her hair still loose, and so angry, rubbed herself in dirt, wanting to be dirt, living in her true family. If she knew how to move with purpose, nothing would wound her. But she had not considered the darkness of her skin. The neighbor girl was far fairer than she. Maybe she would not be allowed to dance, would be punished for stealing. Maybe she could not even steal!


Then she was in despair, returning to the house filthy and knotted like an animal, and like an animal, loping, alone. The Mother was sitting with the aunties preparing dinner, but all alone slicing doodhi against a curved black blade. It was sad to see her next to but still apart from all the aunties, her eyes narrowed to her task, shutting out all possibility for conversation as the aunties laughed and gossiped. In the presence of the aunties, the Mother looked shrunken down and incorrect. The Brother sat near her, holding fascinated in his hands three red coins of carrot.


“Vidya?” said the Mother, so astonished by her daughter’s appearance that for a moment she didn’t seem angry. In fact there was something else on her face, an almost-smile that quivered her lips for a second before it vanished. “You see,” said Aunt-Not-Mother, “what I had to put up with? That girl is running wild.”


The knife clattered from the Mother’s grip, she lifted Vidya and spread her quick across her lap and smacked her hard, five times, all the mothers watching with their lips pursed in disgust, and before Vidya could make a sound the Brother did, letting out a wide wail, and the Mother stopped before her hand smacked the bottom for a sixth time, or, a seventh, or an eighth, as it seemed to want, growing as the blows were in intensity and speed. Unlike the Brother, Vidya knew better than to cry, her eyes looked for Grandma, who had not been cooking but directing and gossiping, and whose eyes now met hers with a gaze neither compassionate nor even tender but still seeing Vidya in her wretched state. But to glance back at the Mother, which Vidya did, quickly, was to see a red-eyed and confused creature, not a vengeful one.


“Vidya,” Grandma said, still not tender, in a voice almost stern—the girl glanced back at the Mother again kneeling alone, oh, she was sorry—Grandma smelled strongly of coconut hair oil as she led her to the area of the courtyard where the women bathed. “Get some water,” said Grandma, and Vidya drew up bathwater from the shallow well and heaved the bucket over to the old woman. Under Grandma’s hands she knew herself to be a miracle. Naked now, bent beneath the cool stream of water, the dirt and sweat and black tears eased from her skin and she was clean. Grandma did sing when occupied in other tasks, a song came from her lips as unconsciously as breath. “Oh Grandma!” she said. “Why am I like this?”


“You have your mother’s blood—too hot,” Grandma said calmly.


“But what can I do?”


“I don’t know, little one. Sometimes god puts a soul in the wrong body. You should have been a boy, with your nature.”


“What is my nature?”


“You are restless, you are unsatisfied. You cannot reconcile yourself. A boy could find an outlet for all his restlessness. Not you.”


“Why not?”


“Because you will get married, little one, and you will live in your mother-in-law’s home. And you will have to do as she says.”


“No, no. I won’t get married.”


“No,” said Grandma, taking the girl’s cheeks in her hands. Now a breeze licked against Vidya’s wet skin and she shivered. “You wild thing. I don’t know what’s going to become of you.”


Later she woke violently to her Mother’s voice in the dark. The Mother began to cry loudly, waking some of the other sleepers, the Mother saying, in the dim room, that Shanta-Kaki was a jackal. They were all jackals: she said it in English, jackals, jackals. She said a pox on both your houses. She was crying and someone lit a lamp so from the doorway Vidya could see the scene suddenly wild with light, the Mother with her long hair outspread, and her hands outspread, and her eyes red, her gray sari damp and rumpled, screaming at Shanta-Kaki who seemed to look around the room with a kind of vindication, an exaggerated shock. “She spat on me,” said Shanta-Kaki, one of the prettiest, meanest aunts, “we were just talking—”


“None of this trouble if he’d married my sister,” muttered the wife of Father Sir’s eldest brother. Vidya was a mouse in the dark, unseen, unknown. Something had shattered, cracked open, things spilling outside of the Mother that should remain in. The wildness of the Mother’s eyes imprinted on her. Could no one else see it, how afraid she was? She went to her. The Mother was kneeling down, and Vidya put a hand on either side of the Mother’s hot face. Her eyes and the Mother’s eyes looked at each other. A long sour exhale came through the Mother’s lips. After that the Mother was calm, and let herself be led out of the room.


Early morning they left, waiting at the train station until afternoon. It was her fault, Vidya realized obliquely, though nobody had thought to scold her. If she could simply control herself, if she could behave better, more correctly—if she could love her mother-work, and cool her blood, and want to get married—all of it—things would not be this way. The Mother sat oddly on the bench with her hands clutching her suitcase, her head at a high tilt and her eyes hard and very angry. No one spoke to her, not Father Sir, not the children, as though they had all agreed without conference that any small slip could set the Mother off again into her wildness. They had not said goodbye. No one looked at them except Grandma. Grandma took the girl’s chin in her hand and squeezed it, with love and warning. Vidya took the Brother, now fussing, to the candy-wallah to look at the chips and sweets. He chose, hypothetically, chocolate, she a fat samosa, both of which Father Sir bought for them after some time and which they both ate very quickly but somehow without relish. She leaned against the slim core of hunger to keep her from feeling bored and sorry. No, but she was sorry.


On the train she sat beside the Mother, her head growing heavy as sleep took it, and she willfully let her head rest against the Mother’s shoulder. Up close the Mother smelled bleak, almost like blood: she hadn’t bathed. She smelled bleak, of headache and anger and illness. But this was hers: the Mother’s true smell. Vidya, half dozing, felt herself wanting to press in closer, to the source of the smell, to return to the smell, which was so achingly familiar she understood herself to be born from it. In a small red room she had waited, she felt herself remembering it now, seeing red all around instead of the black that closed eyes make, rocking back and forth in a regular rhythm as the train rocked the sleepers in the regular rhythm, her body driving deeper and deeper into its sleep.


Home again. The Brother was sweet in the damp evening. Milk plumped his cheeks and made his skin soft: sometimes Vidya stroked his face with curiosity and he allowed it, stoically. She whispered words into his ear but he didn’t appear to notice—just random words, tree, bell, stupid-idiot. So deep was his silence it infected her, and the words felt soft and inert in her mouth. The words dropped into his ears and stayed there, like stones into silk. So calm, she wanted to rough him sometimes, she wanted to put the heavy weight of him down, the weight that made her arms ache. It was Saturday. The Mother was working on a small pile of papers Father Sir had left her.


“Don’t pinch,” said the Mother, without looking up.


But she hadn’t done anything, she had only held each of his elbows to test the bend, and he still hadn’t made a sound. “I only—”


“Do your schoolwork.”


“I did it already.”


“All of it?”


“Yes, all.”


“Come here.” The Mother put down the pen to slap the girl. Vidya lifted her hand to the hot cheek, her right: the Mother always slapped with her left hand. “This is what liars get.”


But she was told, wasn’t she, to love her Brother? She rubbed her cheek. She had done all her schoolwork except for her English, and she hated it the most, so had saved it for last. It was not English’s fault: the teacher was the meanest. They sat in rows and recited nonsensical syllables, He-lo-tich-er-howyare-oo? The smartest girls got their hands rapped with rulers with absolutely no provocation, for they had all quickly learned not to ask questions. No such thing as a smart girl, her English teacher had said, but of course Vidya didn’t believe her, and had said so, and had been punished. Stubborn girl, the same as a bad girl, but she had not changed her mind.


“What is it, English?”


Vidya said yes.


“What are you writing?”


She brought the slate over to the Mother, and the textbook she copied the words from. “What is this?”


She shrugged. It was about Jane, Jane who was invited to a party—that is, something for English children, and wanted to bring a—cake—everyone wanted to eat, but it looked frilly and pretty, like a thing you would only look at—but on the way to the party, the cake—


“Bapre, what garbage. This is what they’re teaching you?”


Garbage? Didn’t the Mother love English? Was it a test, she wondered, and looked up at the Mother silently.


“Listen,” said the Mother, closing her eyes. As she spoke, Vidya strained to listen, knowing it was English, wanting to find in the lush jungle of sound some trees or even branches she could grasp, but found nothing: not cake, not Jane, not tich-er. Why didn’t the Mother sing like this, loose and soft and graceful? Why did she not move through the world like this, a lion?


“You see?”


Vidya nodded: she didn’t.


“You know what that was?”


“No.”


“Ask your teacher about Tennyson.”


She nodded: wouldn’t, but. “Mother?”


“What.”


“What work do you do in the mornings, before everyone is awake?”


“Work?” the Mother said.


“Yes, with your notebook.”


“I’m practicing my music.”


“But you don’t sing.”


“I don’t want to sing. I wanted to learn tabla but they won’t let me.”


“Why not?”


“Women can’t play tabla.”


“Why not?”


“Oh, don’t ask why not why not—you’ll always be unhappy.”


“I want to learn dancing,” said Vidya. Blurted—it could no longer be held in. Want and want and want, the condition of living: sweets, dolls, milk, toys—dance. “Like they do at your school.”


“Dancing,” the Mother said very sharply, a strange look passing over her face, “dancing, why dancing?”


“I saw a girl—I saw them dancing—when you were at your lesson.”


“Is that all, you want to be like the other girls you saw?”


“No.”


“Then—”


“I don’t know why. I want to.”


The strange look on the Mother’s face—was pleasure. Her mouth stayed stern but her eyes were smiling. “You do, don’t you. You know I named you after a kathak dancer. I saw her picture in the newspaper. I never thought . . . she looked like she—understood something.”


The Mother’s voice, dreamy? Her arms relaxed against her knees. She brushed her fingers against her daughter’s cheek. “If you want to learn, you have to be serious about it. It’s not playing. You have to have discipline and practice.”


“I will.”


“Do you promise?”


“Yes.”


“If you make a promise, you must obey it. Do you know the story of Eklavya?”


“No.”


The Mother said: “Once there was a Nishada boy named Eklavya. Eklavya was a gifted archer, and he sought out Drona, the greatest teacher of archery, to train him. Drona was already employed to teach the king’s sons, so he turned Eklavya away. Not deterred, Eklavya made a clay idol of Drona and took him as his guru, and practiced before the idol until his skill was as fine as the sharpest arrow.


“One day, Drona was walking in the forest and came across a sight that intrigued him. There was a dog whose mouth was muzzled with arrows—muzzled shut—but the arrows had been so skillfully deployed that the skin was not even pierced. Drona followed the dog through the forest: the dog led him to Eklavya. Eklavya was delighted to see his teacher. He explained that the dog had disturbed his daily practice by barking, so he had peacefully silenced him. Drona, stunned by the skill of this archer, asked for his identity. Eklavya pointed to the statue and said that he was his, Drona’s, student. ‘If I am your guru, you must give me dakshina.’ Eklavya said he would give Drona anything he wished. Drona asked for the boy’s right thumb, so that he would never be a better archer than his beloved student, Arjun. Eklavya took a knife out of his pocket and sliced off his thumb.”


“But why did Drona ask for something so cruel?”


“It was his dharma to ask, and for Eklavya to give it. See, no matter what the promise is, you must not break it.”


“But why—”


There was a crash. The Brother, unobserved, had been climbing in the kitchen, up the shelves, and jumped. He lay on the floor, unharmed but squalling in a scatter of pots. At the sound of him, the face of the Mother seemed to remember itself, like the pain catching up to a burned finger; it seemed to look out of its own eyes again at the small, dim flat, at the pile of papers before her, and her child, her children, each a gruesome weight, and her face began to close, swiftly, like wings drawing shut against the back. “Do your English,” she said, and went to scoop up the crying child and rock him in her arms.


Before she can even move like the other girls she must stand at the back of the class, just stand, with her back very straight, her neck fully extended, her shoulders relaxed, her arms raised in front of her, hands clasping each other like small hooks, only standing, because she can’t quite get the body right, the shoulders too high, the hurting arms sagging, the chin distracted by the dancing girls, whose movements are a rebuke to her stillness, even if they are clumsy, or bad. But Teacherji barely looks at her, beginner, after issuing stern instructions to the Mother in Hindi, which the Mother translates to their mother tongue: still for the first day, just standing with the spine straight, and watching the others moving until she understands what is expected of her body, watching Teacherji, who is no less beautiful today in the dim, rainy light coming through the windows, looking magnificent as she speaks the bols and the dancing girls’ feet answer and answer.


If she moves suddenly Teacherji’s quick eyes move to her and she barks a command that doesn’t need to be translated by the Mother, who nonetheless adds on her own, punishing embellishments in Gujarati. Slowly Vidya gets restless, then hungry, then angry, holding the stupid pose, her body becoming stiff and boring. She is smallest in the room, and she feels her mistake piercingly, and feels alone in her small foolish body that is occupied in the stupidest of tasks, of trying to become nothing. What had she wanted? She can’t even remember. It is only fear that keeps her still: Mother, Teacherji, with their whipping eyes.


But she will go back: she will go back. She had made a terrible promise. Shame sends her back. In the second class she is allowed only to move her feet very slowly in one two three four one two three four, the four a tak marked by the heel instead of the ball of the foot and the second count of four arcing back in the other direction, a loop of four and four forever and boring but so difficult to keep a steady rhythm like the soft breathing of a sleeping person, a person in deep sleep breathing a pattern of soft regular breaths without any effort, it should be like this: without any effort, and the body must be kept still but for the moving feet, the torso and shoulders should not betray the movement of the feet, not go galumphing from side to side like her body does as it shifts its weight. Teacherji becomes aware of her only to correct this error again and again, mocking her with her shoulders huffing from side to side, pointing to the star-girl and saying look, like her, are you even looking? But after this the eyes and face should be kept still fixed at a point straight ahead and not looking! At the end of this lesson she feels the rocking movement of her feet and body for hours after. She twitches her feet in the arc of fours as she falls asleep and in the morning, knowing that practice is expected by the Mother, she adopts the pose and forces the rhythm into her feet again like tight shoes.


The third lesson she is again mocked by Teacherji, who calls her a monkey. Close your mouth! the Mother snaps. This time the humiliation makes her hot and angry and she forces her body straighter, leaning against her anger, sinking all her focus and energy down into her stubborn feet. The feet drive hard again and again into the earth as she promised. At first, anger drives the feet: still, no matter her motives, in the mornings space is cleared for practice. They cannot hire a tabla player, so as the girl dances the Mother calls the bols, marking the taal against her thigh. It is the dreaming Mother who says the bols, the early-morning Mother. The voice that leads the feet is steady and full of its own music.


He was four; she was seven. She walked with him to school, taking, when they crossed the street, his hand—she still waited for a nearby adult to cross as well, not trusting her smallness and his to survive alone against the snarling traffic. Still, his presence protected her in other ways: men felt ashamed and gave her berth until she was joined by her schoolfriends. Also, she liked the silent, watchful way he was with her, as trusting, wordless, as an animal. In two years, he had become lush, beautiful and golden. And his small voice, when he spoke, was measured and serious, so small, but he thought before he spoke, a fact she alone seemed to find, with her own kind of pride, remarkable.


School was school; she didn’t suffer. But the day had a tomorrow-feeling, Vidya thought, as she entered the flat. As usual, she looked to the Mother, but the flat was empty. Was she hiding? Of course not: that possibility would be even odder than the one she was facing, she and the Brother, who held her hand. They were both hungry so she climbed up on a stool and pulled the bhakhari tin off from the top shelf. The Brother was all scuffed up from rough play, but looked somehow clean because of his eyes, his large wet eyes that never seemed to blink, as though he didn’t want to miss a second of the world, so awful and astonishing. Sometimes when he looked at her with those eyes she felt like slapping him, to hurt him first.


Perhaps an hour passed. The tomorrow-feeling squirreled around in her gut. She wiped their plates, and washed the boy’s hands and face. What was he up to at school? The neighbor boys had little interest in him: he was still too little and they had no time for babies. There was the hope that he would grow up to be charming. For her it was too late, she was not charming, but it was irrelevant: she was not a boy. He could be smart, smarter than her, or good, better. He seemed good. He did everything he was told to. He let himself be kissed and petted but didn’t seem to enjoy it, or at least, if he enjoyed it he didn’t let it show. For a baby it was difficult to read his face.


Not a baby. He looked like one—plump and soft like a baby with his large features, his large eyes. Her friends from school cooed over him. She understood the pain of being a doll but would have made him into one anyway if he had been a girl, and she could have combed his hair very sharply and mocked him. Still, there were games they could play together. It was easy to say, “I’m Rani of Jhansi and you are my soldier,” though it had been a little time since she had taken up such a game with him; she was getting too old. He looked up with surprise from the playthings in his hands—the knotted rag doll that had once been hers, a long wooden spoon the Mother allowed him when she was not cooking. He was so small—did he too notice the tomorrow-feeling?
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