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Author’s Note

The fish-smelling daughter of the Apsara in her piscatorial form was then given by the king unto the fishermen, saying, ‘Let this one be thy daughter.’ That girl was known by the name of Satyavati. And gifted with great beauty and possessed of every virtue, she of agreeable smiles, owing to contact with fishermen, was for some time of the fishy smell.

– The Mahabharata, Book One, Adi Parva, translated by K.M. Ganguli

The story of the Mahabharata belongs to everyone. The essence of it is the saga of one big family which is torn apart by misunderstanding, something no Indian novelist can resist taking a riff on.

The women of the Mahabharata – both in retellings and reimaginings – don’t make too many appearances, except to push the plot forward, and with the exception of Draupadi (and perhaps Kunti in her younger days), often play a supporting role to the men, who make up the bulk of the books. But, if you read it closely, you’ll realize that they are at the heart of everything that happens, even though so little is said about them.

The most popular interpretation of Satyavati is as someone who took her future in her own hands, and was almost forward sexually, to get what she wanted. But she came to my mind fully formed as a skinny, unloved foster child of a fishing village, who went on to create her own destiny, not very different from many modern women.

I set out to write about the girls of the Mahabharata because I wanted to explore what they were like before the grand political machinations came into play. I wanted to pay homage to the people they were before they were wives and mothers, and to see what sort of motivations might have led each one on their paths.

A caveat: I have taken the storyteller’s privilege with the broad bones of this narrative. I think it adds to Satyavati’s tale. I hope you think so too.


Now

I can hear the men coming down the road. It’s not like it’s hard to hear them – their horses’ hooves go thud-thuddity-thud-thud, their own voices are raised and chattering. If this was a military procession, there would be no voices – just the sounds of the horses, and in the distance, the lonely booming trumpet of a conch shell. At least, that is what my brother Chiro tells me. I’ve never seen soldiers in real life, I’ve never even been on this road by myself, but Chiro has been to the city of Hastinapur with our father, and he saves up stories from his journey to tell me, bit by bit, like he’s doling out sweets.

In a kosa or two, there is a small pond and it is towards this that these men are heading. There they will set up camp for the evening, and the air will fill with their smells – the nose tickle of roasted meat on a fire, the deep smell of worn leather being polished, the high stench of horse urine and dung. My father has calculated on this, as he calculates on everything, and I am standing just by the copse of trees leading towards the lake. It’s a long walk back to our village, it’s growing dark, and I worry about getting back before night falls. These woods are dense, and they hold all sorts of animals that growl and pounce and rip and rend. I’m trying not to be afraid, I’m standing very straight, and I’m holding the water pot on my hip. My father ordered my mother to wind flowers into my hair, and they were fresh when she put them on, but now they’re withered and limp, much like I feel.

I have seen fourteen rains, and never have I felt younger than I do now.

Finally, I see the first of the men on top of the hill. I’m not sure he’s spotted me; I’m all the way at the bottom, and twilight has put me in the shade. This is not something my father anticipated – which is surprising, because he anticipates most things. But he has given me a plan and told me how to proceed, and I know this first man is not the king, because the king rides in the middle, with his general and a few of his chosen men. I am waiting for the king.

After him, there is almost a flood of men, and they are louder than I thought they would be. Most pass without noticing me, although a few cut their eyes sideways. I remember to look modest and cast my eyes downwards, and not stare at them with my mouth open. My father has warned me about this too.

It occurs to me that I could disobey him and no one would be the wiser.

But it’s not in my nature to disobey my father, not yet anyway, and besides, what alternative do I have? If I do, I will not get what I want, which is to get away from here, from my village which has grown so small for me, like a vatkala you wear one summer when you are still a child, and when you look for it the next, you’re a woman, and it doesn’t even fit over your neck. What do you want, my father asked me and I said, clearly, looking him straight in the eye, I want what you want, Ba. I have not yet spent time unpacking this statement, is it true or is it just what I want to be true?

More men trot by, and now they’re moving slower, sitting more upright. I must be getting close to the king. And then I see him, a glimpse of bare shoulder and golden necklace, all but hidden among his tall guards. And he’s riding by, he hasn’t noticed me, and oh, I am lost, all is lost, this isn’t working.

I throw my pot of water down on the ground, almost under the hooves of one of his guards’ horses. The horse neighs at a high pitch and rises up on his hind legs, and for an instant, I think he’s going to crush me – his hooves are the size of my head, his belly seems to go on for ages. I shrink into myself and hear someone call, ‘Halt!’ I still have my eyes closed when I feel my upper arms taken into a none-too-gentle grip and someone is shaking me hard, so hard my teeth rattle.

‘Were you trying to get yourself killed?’ this person is asking me, asking me loudly. I’m sure his fingers are going to leave bruises. I manage to open my eyes to find myself looking straight into an angry face – teeth bared, eyes red. ‘Thought you’d get some money from the king, did you? I’m on to all of your tricks.’

‘No, please,’ I whisper, but he can’t hear me, he’s so locked into his rage. I want to break free from him and run, so I look around for an exit, and I lock eyes with the king – and that’s when I know it’s going to be all right.

That’s how this whole story began, really. I suppose, in years to come, people will think it’s romantic and beautiful and spontaneous, but really, it all came down to me tossing a water pot on the road and waiting to see what would happen. I’m sorry if this doesn’t fit in with the ideas people have about romance and epics but it’s a true story, and I’m going to tell the truth here, because no one ever will.


Then

I only know one story, which makes me very poor in our village. We have weekly sing-songs around a fire, a large feast to celebrate the best catch where everyone tells a story. Everyone who has a story to tell. I hear about gods coming to earth to grant boons, I hear about magical animals – usually fish – that give you wishes if you catch them. I hear about travels to far-off cities and countries. Everyone has a story to tell and most people have two or five, but I haven’t been anywhere or done anything, so I only know one story. One that I can tell, anyway. I have my secret stories, but if I tell those, they’ll vanish and the world will explode and fire will rain down on our heads.

My secret story is about how I suddenly grew up overnight and became beautiful. People explain it away as my age – ‘the overnight transformation of girls becoming women’ – but it’s not that. If it was, every girl the same age as I would be radiant, breathtaking. It’s all because of the secrets I hold close to my heart.

My other secret story is about what I can do. I can do a lot more than clean fish and row people across the river. I can call birds to me with a single, low whistle. I can tell you which herbs will make you hungry, not hungry, less tired, will rock your child to sleep, will give you sweet dreams. Not small skills, these are things people would call magic, maybe they are magic after all, after all, I did learn them in a magical place. But I can’t tell that story either.

The story I can tell is the one about how I was born.

I’m not my parents’ daughter. That much is not a secret at all – you could see it even if you didn’t know us. They are short people, close to the earth, I tower over them like my body is trying to reach the sky. My mother has thick, curly hair that stands out around her face, mine hangs straight, past my shoulders, down to my knees. My parents have small, darting eyes, like minnows; my eyes are like carp, wide set and still. Even more telling – my parents are golden coloured, the colour of new wheat and unhusked rice; I am the colour of mud. Oh, you’re thinking, what does any of that have to do with anything? You too have probably seen children who don’t resemble their parents, but who were born to them nevertheless. So have I. But my father is the king of the fisher people, not just our village, but all the fisher peoples on the great river Yamuna, as far east as it stretches. My mother was born to be his bride, because her aunt was my father’s mother. Both my parents were bred to look the way they do – do you see what I’m saying? So all their relatives look a certain way as well. If one out of the pack was tall or dusky-skinned or big-eyed would be like seeing a thoroughbred horse with the ears of a mule – there’s something not right with that picture.

In this case, that something is me.

Another reason I know I’m not my parents’ daughter is – well, because they told me.

I don’t remember a time I didn’t know I was adopted. One of my first memories, in fact, is of my mother raising her hand to slap me, the iron bracelets on her wrist slipping down till they caught in the fat of her forearm, her eyes narrowed, her mouth open wide and shouting at me. I’m cowering; I don’t know what I’ve done but I know it must be something bad because I can smell my fear and guilt, a particularly urine-like smell rising up around me. Probably also real urine. I used to lose my bladder when I was afraid. She’s yelling, ‘As if I didn’t have enough problems, he goes and adds a borrowed girl to my list!’ A borrowed girl. Girls don’t belong to their parents anyway, even the ones who are born to them, because they get married and leave the house. I belonged even less.

Another thing she yells. Useless! Useless! Useless!

I have no use. I am of no value. I am like a dried leaf on the ground, offering nothing except tinder to a flame.

When I was younger, it used to make me deeply unhappy to know I was set apart, borrowed, not a part of my family. My mother used every opportunity to let me know I was not wanted; my father was seldom home long enough to bother with me – his job ended after he brought me to my mother and laid me at her feet. I used to try to love her. I reached up my baby arms for her, hoping to be picked up, hoping she’d rest her cheek against mine and murmur to me the way other mothers murmured to their children. I loved her blindly, absolutely, because I had no one else to love. Whereas she was a thwarted woman. The gods had not seen fit to bless her and my father with a living child. Each baby she gave birth to didn’t so much as wave a feeble fist. One stayed alive for the whole night, a quiet baby whom she held close to her, feeling both their heartbeats synchronize, and when in the morning it was discovered the baby had died as quietly as it had lived, they had to rip his body from her arms – she was broken, bereft, bereaved – all the b-words that mean loss.

Obviously, I was not enough.

They called me That Poor Child when I learned to walk away from my house to neighbours’ homes. I wasn’t begging for food; we had plenty to eat, but if I stayed around a neighbour long enough, she might smile at me, caress my head and give me something sweet. The sweet seemed tied up with human touch and connection. I used to suck on the large lumps of jaggery, lying on my side, twirling my sari in my fingers, trying to recreate the feeling of being – just for a moment – not completely alone.

Three rains went by since I had been living with my parents, and just as the sun emerged again, watery and pale light dappling the drying puddles, my mother gave birth once more. And this time there was no quiet, still child waiting for death. My little brother Chitravasu, he who bears treasures, was a lusty, rowdy baby who wailed for three days and three nights after he was born, protesting his journey from warm safety to the unpredictable outside world. My mother changed from the unhappy, often cruel woman I knew to someone who didn’t have time to be cruel. Her hatred of me simmered down to mere indifference. She didn’t care whether I lived or died any more; her eyes, her heart, her liver, her lungs were all about Chiro. He was a little god, and like a little god, he demanded absolute devotion. Even from me, the borrowed girl.

‘The gods have blessed you for taking in a motherless child,’ the elders told my parents at Chiro’s naming ceremony, and the women who filed past for a look at the little prince also looked at me kindly. ‘She has been lucky for you,’ they said, waving their hands around my head and pressing their knuckles to their temples. I’m not sure if any of this influenced my mother but she stopped treating me like I was garbage she couldn’t wait to discard and started to show me a little reluctant forbearance. It helped that I was the high priestess at Chiro’s temple. He stopped crying as soon as I picked him up, would only eat if I was near him, to amuse him with funny faces. His eyes searched for me as soon as he woke up, and after he was rocked to sleep at my mother’s – his mother’s – bosom, she would place him next to me on my bed of rushes and palm fronds, so he could curl his little body into mine and sleep with the end of my sari clutched in his fist. Even his first word was my name – ‘Mut Mut’ for Matsyagandhi, what my mother named me when she first laid eyes on me. Chee, she smells like a fish, call her that, call her fish-smell girl. By everyone else, the name was said with a curl of the lip, a slight sneer – I was Fish Smell Girl from a mile away – but Chiro called out ‘Mut Mut!’ with love, like a victory cry. His Mut Mut was his fiercest guardian, his strongest ally, his best friend. My world cracked open under his tender little fists, and I could finally see my way out.

As I grew older though, it occurred to me that not being born to this family, my family, might mean that there were people out there who belonged to me. I could be anyone, I could be a princess or a trader, a travelling Bedouin or a courtesan’s daughter. Every week I tried on new identities for myself, like clothes. I ran down to the river, to a spot where no one went, and I tested different families. As a trader, I kept my walk brisk. I arranged shells in rows and pretended to sell them. I lifted my sari up so it wouldn’t drag in the mud, and I wrinkled my nose at bad bargains. As a traveller, I pretended to be in a camel cart crossing the desert. I wrapped a cloth around my head and my mouth, and looked across into the distance. I pretended the banks of the river were a vast, undulating mass of golden sand and I looked up at the sky just as the stars were coming out, to see which way I should be headed.

Not that I knew anything about the stars the first few months I tilted up my head, but as the play grew and the weeks went by, I began to recognize them as friends. There was one bright one that always stayed directly overhead, some clusters that moved from one side of the sky to the other, long patterns that I traced with my finger till I knew them as well as I knew the lines on my palms. I gave them names – the three stars in a row fitting together two squares were a kith-kith game which little girls in my village played, hopping on their little legs, the other set looked like a crescent moon, one looked like a stork ready to catch a fish.

As winter set, I turned into a courtesan, because of course, a courtesan’s daughter would be bound for the same profession as her mother. I recalled all I had heard from sing-songs and stories, and whirled around on the riverbank as though I was dancing. I walked with smaller steps, and practised smiling into a shallow pool, demure smiles very unlike my normal toothy grins, so that dimples danced at the edges of my mouth. It was hardest to make-believe I was a courtesan because that would mean I was beautiful and not what I was in real life – Fish Smell Girl. I took to oiling my hair the way I had seen the women of the village do, so it went from coarse and dry to shiny and smooth. I rubbed coconut husks on my legs and feet as I bathed, to slough off the old skin, and my limbs emerged. Still deep, dark brown, alas, but they were soft to my touch, and glowed. I did all this alone at night after I left Chiro sleeping in my bed, because all day I was at his beck and call, or helping my mother with her chores. I did not sleep very much, and that made dark shadows under my eyes, making me look other-worldly and haunted.

Sometimes, when my mother was casually cruel to me during the day, I took to going back into my head, pretending I was someone else, kidnapped by this evil woman. My real parents were anxiously waiting for me somewhere. I did this so often that people began talking about the faraway look in my eyes, ‘as though she is somewhere else’, and since I wasn’t eating very much, my eyes grew larger and larger in my face. Finally, someone spoke to my father about it – I’m not sure what they said, probably something along the lines of ‘Is that girl of yours well?’ – and he actually looked at me for the first time in years. He must have seen something in my face that startled him because he asked me to go for a row with him one evening.

We had our own boat, made by my father using a fallen palm tree. He had worked on it with his axe for weeks, chopping off the ends and hewing it down, and then, with his wickedly sharp little knife, stripping off the bark and revealing the warm brown underneath – light at first but after another few weeks of being worked over with oil and unguents, turning into the shiny brown of my skin. The boat was almost a living thing; her name was Vayupriya, the wind god’s love, and although it was common to name a boat after one of our deities, this one actually seemed blessed by Lord Vayu himself. She always moved easily, even on the stillest day, with a rudder so light that I learned to steer her when I was quite young since my father used to take me outside and keep my mother’s wrath away from us both. Now I was allowed to take her out by myself, ferrying people across the river for coins or goods. A fisherman is only as good as his boat, and my father appeared to have picked a magic palm tree for no other boat in our village was as delicate as Vayupriya, as easy to move, and better yet, as lucky. She cast no shadow on the riverbed below and my father could just reach down his net and scoop up the fish, swimming all around him, unafraid.

That evening though, he looked preoccupied, as he pushed with his oar to the shallows on the other side of the bank where we would be undisturbed. Then he turned to me and asked, ‘Which fish do we never eat at home, Matsya?’

I shook my hair back as I thought about the answer. We ate everything in our home – sardines fried crisp as a snack, mackerel hung and dried in strips to be used as a condiment during the rainy season, river shrimp that added a little extra zing to any curry. We did eat everything – except, except … ‘The seer!’ I said, pleased. Not once in my many years with my parents had we eaten the seer. My father had caught several but he gave those to our merchants to sell. The seer was prepared at feasts – large fish with their silver bellies turned redly brown on the fire, split open and stuffed with spiced rice – but I had always been steered away from them, given other fish to eat, and now that I thought about it, I realized I had never tasted seer at all.

‘That’s because it was a seer who was your mother,’ he said.


Now

The king orders his man to stop shaking me. I can hear his voice boom out behind me, it’s deep and regal, just as I imagined. ‘We command you to desist, General,’ the voice is saying. ‘Let her go.’ I am released, none too gently, and I open my eyes, still trembling a bit from the encounter.

‘Your Majesty,’ says one of the soldiers surrounding him, ‘the lake is just ahead. We can make camp.’

I can see the king quite clearly now – stern grey eyes, a colour I’ve never seen before, large bushy eyebrows serving to make his face look even craggier than it is, long, thinning hair that is a mixture of black and grey hanging down his back, bound by a leather tie. His chest is bare, save for a yellow cloth draped around his neck, his shoulders are broad, and his moustache hangs down, framing his thin lips. His eyes are still on me as he waves away the soldier. ‘Go ahead and make things comfortable,’ he says. ‘We shall join you shortly.’ Then, one hand drawing up the reins of his horse, he pronounces, ‘We shall dismount.’

One of the soldiers gets off his horse in a smooth, swift motion, almost like dancing, and in no time at all is standing next to the king, gripping the reins with one hand while holding out his other, palm facing up. The king still has his eyes on me as he dismounts. Once off the horse, he is shorter than I’d expected, barely a width taller than me.

‘If Highness was to ride a little further, Highness could rest in his camp,’ says the soldier who shook me. The king stretches, makes the same oof noise my father does when he sits down after a long day. ‘We do not choose to rest at this time,’ he says. ‘And we would that you leave us.’

I’ve kept my eyes downcast this entire time other than an occasional darting glance, but now I can’t resist looking up and taking him in. He’s dressed just as the other soldiers are, except for jewellery that proclaims his noble birth. A diamond on each ear winks as it catches the sunlight. High up on his right arm is a band made from battered gold, with the sign of the moon, founder god of the Kuru house. The symbol is set appropriately with moonstone, and some red gems that I don’t recognize cluster around it. He is approaching me, and I look down again, noticing as I do that almost every one of his fingers has a ring, mostly shiny and bright with expensive stones, except for one dull pebble whose carvings set it apart as a charm stone, something I didn’t think that kings wore. He is touching this pebble almost absently, stroking it as a talisman. This gives me a little more confidence. If the king thinks he needs his charm ring to talk to me, then he can’t be as forbidding as he looks.

‘Look up at me, girl,’ he says, and I do, making eye contact at very close quarters, which we both take a step back from.

‘Highness, she might be dangerous,’ says the soldier, who I’m really beginning to dislike.

At this the king laughs and, after a beat, the soldiers laugh with him.

‘Vidura,’ he says, still with a smile in his voice, ‘does she look like an assassin to you?’

The soldier called Vidura looks embarrassed, I’m pleased to see, and shoots me a very dark look. ‘One can never be too careful, Your Majesty,’ he says dourly.

‘That is true, and we are always grateful for your vigilance, Vidura,’ says the king, and he puts affection in his voice so Vidura is no longer embarrassed but almost proud of his paranoia. I think it’s quite clever of the king to manage that. ‘Just to be sure, we will just ask her intentions.’ Here the king looks at me, and his moustache quirks up at the ends as he regards me. ‘Were you trying to hurt my royal person?’

‘Oh no,’ I say, and then remember my father’s instructions and sink to my knees. ‘Oh no, sire. It was just … watching you go by, I was overwhelmed. Do forgive me, sire.’

He is still smiling. ‘You are forgiven.’

‘Thank you, sire,’ I say. The ground is wet and murky under my knees and something is poking into me, but I know I can’t stand up until he says so.

‘You will address the king as Your Majesty or Your Royal Highness, girl,’ growls Vidura from his perch.

‘I apologize, Your Majesty. I’ve never met a king.’ Here I toss the hair out of my eyes and look up once more, meeting his eyes.

‘And when would you have met a king,’ says the king, laughing again. I’m glad he’s in a good mood. It will make my role easier.

Make yourself indispensable, says my father’s voice in my head. Make it so that he cannot stop thinking about you.

‘Rise up, girl,’ says the king, and I do. His eyes skitter across my body, taking me in. I’m trying hard not to cringe, not to fold my arms across my chest, not to pull the pallu of my sari over my bare waist. I feel so naked and exposed. I think about the warnings we’ve had about soldiers – they’ll rape, they’ll take, they’ll be high with the winnings of war, and they will conquer you as they have conquered land and kingdoms. But I’m with the king – I should be safe, right?

‘What is your name, girl?’ asks the king, and if he can see the wariness on my face, he does not comment on it.

I’ve been given a new name; my father made everyone practise it. The girl cannot go around being called Matsyagandhi for the rest of her life, he had shouted. No one will marry someone who is named for the reek of a fish.

‘Satyavati,’ I say. She who speaks the truth. My expression remains impassive.

‘A truth-teller,’ he says, and now he looks tired of talking to me and as though he’s a million miles away. ‘We need some truth-tellers. Ah well.’ He’s turned his back to me, and a soldier is ready with his horse, his palm held out, and all is lost – how am I supposed to make myself indispensable now? My heart sinks all the way down to my hennaed feet, and I prepare to pick up my water pot and walk the long dark way home.

But wait! The king is turning to me, one leg over his horse, one foot still resting on the soldier’s palm. ‘Do you live a long way from here, Satyavati?’

How to answer? Yes is the real answer, yes, my home is far away, yes, please escort me back to my village. But then it would look like I’ve engineered this moment so I can be face to face with him, and kings are touchy people – he might see it as me manipulating my way into his presence. Saying no, however, might make it seem like I’m just around the corner, a village two hops and a skip away – what if he wants to see it and then realizes I’m lying to him? I am torn, speechless.

But realizing he’s still waiting for his answer, I say finally,

‘Yes, it is a kosa in that direction, Your Majesty.’

‘You have come a long way for your water then.’

I can’t tell whether he’s simply amused or whether he’s interested in knowing why I am here. The lies churn around in my head like a spinning wheel with prizes on every spoke. I pick one.

‘I wanted to be alone, Your Majesty.’ I gesture to the woods. ‘My village is so crowded, so full of people, I just wanted to go for a walk among the trees.’

‘I too like to be alone, sometimes. It is a rare person who understands the value of solitude.’ He turns to Vidura. ‘Will you make sure this girl gets a fresh pot of water and that she is escorted back to her village so that no harm befalls her?’

Vidura looks very much like he wants to object to this plan but he bows in acquiescence.

‘Goodbye, young Satyavati,’ says the king, moving his horse into a trot. ‘Perhaps we will meet again.’

‘Goodbye, Your Majesty,’ I say.

The rest of it is just me walking with a young soldier who can’t be that much older than I am, back to the lake and him refilling my water. His name is Baana, and he is a lot friendlier than the other soldiers were.

I can tell by the way his shoulders are drawn and the way his head rests on his neck that he is suspicious of the woods and the dark road beyond it.

‘Nothing will happen to us,’ I say, and then to distract him, ‘So Vidura is a general?’

‘Yes,’ says Baana, ‘and the king’s favourite. Vidura has even been charged with training the crown prince Devavrata.’ When he says that name, he drops his voice in awe. It’s clear that Devavrata has at least one young admirer.

‘Is the crown prince like his father?’ I ask.

Baana looks at me, surprised that I need to even ask about things that are apparently common facts. ‘He is very different from the king,’ he says. ‘Taller and a great warrior.’ Hastily: ‘Not that the king isn’t a great warrior himself, but Devavrata … he’s truly one of the chosen ones. A real Kshatriya in every way. He knows all our names too, even us, the foot soldiers. One day, I shall be a general in his army and we shall fight together. Jai Vishnu! Jai Shiva!’ Carried away by his excitement, he does a little leap and half the water falls out of the pot. He looks so crestfallen I have to laugh.

‘Never mind,’ I say. ‘See, there’s our village, and there is a little stream nearby which I can use to get more water if need be. You can go now.’

‘Are you sure?’ Baana desperately wants to run back through the scary woods and reach the safety of the other soldiers, but he doesn’t want to abandon me either.

‘I am very sure.’ I smile at him. ‘Godspeed.’ And then recalling what the king has said to me, ‘Perhaps we will meet again.’

Baana grins back, his teeth flashing in the darkness, and then he’s off like a shot and I am left alone at the edge of my village, wondering what is to happen next.


Then

This is the story my father told me on that long-ago evening when we both sat in his boat and he explained that my mother was a fish.

That once there was an apsara called Adrika, who liked to frolic in the river with her gandharva and apsara friends.

That into this festivity, one evening, came an old Brahmin to bathe.

That they were heady on heavenly intoxicants, and loud and brash as only godly teenagers can be.

That they mocked the Brahmin to each other and one of Adrika’s friends dared her to dunk him underwater.

That she was never one to back down from a dare, so she shook her lovely long hair over her shoulders, and swift as a current, swam to the Brahmin’s legs.

That, swift as a current, she pulled him down so his eyes and mouth and nose filled with water and he sputtered and struggled, and she could hear the underwater laughter of her friends, yes, but she could also feel how panicked he was by the way his ancient heart beat like a frightened bird against her body.

That she released him, and the vale in which the river bend nestled was filled with the chiming of other-worldly mirth.

That the Brahmin stood very straight, even though he trembled with fear and rage, and commanded them to show themselves, and when they would not, he summoned them with a chant.

That her friends were used to this chant and flew away before he could get beyond the first lines, leaving Adrika alone.

That she appeared in front of him, her corporeal body appearing to steam as she formed from the mist.

That he looked at her and saw not her scared young face or the beauty of her naked body but a female who must be punished.

That she felt herself shrinking and falling till she was flopping on the riverbank, a large fish with silvery scales.

That the Brahmin held her out of water for several breathless moments and as he gazed at her with cold, righteous eyes, he told her this was what it felt like to not be able to draw breath.

That she must live as a fish since she liked the water so much. That maybe then she would learn her lesson.

That, not long after this, there was a king called Vasu, who, in dreaming of his young beautiful wife while away on a hunting trip, spilt his seed all over the riverbank on which he slept.

That Vasu and his wife longed for children, and he thought of this and the joy it would bring her as he wrapped up his emission in a palm leaf and gave it to his trusty falcon to carry home to her, along with a letter that expressed his love and hope that this present would result in a beautiful child.

That the falcon was attacked by a hungry kite as he flew over the river, and in the skirmish, the bundle fell down, down, down, into the depths of the river.

That Adrika-as-fish ate it, as she ate most things, lurking alone at the bottom of the swirling bed of sand.

That several moons later, a fisherman caught a bloated fish which died almost instantly in his net.

That he cut the fish’s belly open, and instead of finding what was usual (blood, guts, gore), he saw two human infants, a boy and a girl, fully formed, waving their weak little arms for the first time in broad sunlight.

That he did not think about what to do next for more than a moment – he placed both babies in his basket and set off to King Vasu. (King Shantanu was many kosas away in a different direction, and King Vasu’s small kingdom was all the fisherman knew.)

That King Vasu examined the babies, heard of their origin story and immediately concluded from whence they had come. That King Vasu claimed the boy child for his own and told the fisherman he could have the girl child for himself. That King Vasu rewarded the fisherman by giving him a tract of land on the outskirts of the river, closer to King Shantanu.

That the fisherman brought the baby home to his wife, who rejected her violently, but came around when she heard of the land and the fact that her husband would now be the fisher king.

That that long-ago baby was me.

How would you react if you heard this story? Likely, you wouldn’t believe it. Why would you? Apsaras were part of tales that grandmothers told, kings were part of legends, and while a cursing Brahmin episode had happened to everyone’s second cousin’s best friend’s uncle, you wouldn’t exactly stumble upon such a person yourself.

However, something about the story felt … right. I knew that for once in his life, my father was telling the truth, or at least what he believed to be true. My father is a great storyteller – he likes to spin them out and weave pretty pictures. He’s famous in our little kingdom for his tales of long ago, which he invents. People wait for each sing-song so that he will thrill them with a new instalment, and when he does, they discuss it with each other for weeks till the next one is told.

Did you hear the one about the maiden who went to battle with the gods?

Yes, it was good, but not as good as the one about the low-born boy who battled all odds and became the king.

In another lifetime, my father could have been a wandering minstrel, feeding himself with his stories, good enough to be brought to the notice of the king. But he claimed he thought of them only if he was by himself on his boat, waiting for the fish. The difference between those stories and this one though was that while the former were rich with description – what the story-people wore, what their voices sounded like, what they ate – this was a bare-bones telling, as if he had stuck to facts the entire way.

After telling it, he wouldn’t look me in the eye at all. I finally had to break the silence. ‘Ba,’ I said, and stopped, not knowing how to continue.

He looked up then, and reached across to stroke my head. ‘I have raised you as my own, Matsya, keeping my vow to the king. Your mother made no such vow, and as she deals with you, so may fate deal with her. However, I have raised you as my own.’ He sighed, and rose to dip his oar into the river. ‘But I always meant for you to know about your origins, about your real parents. You were not meant to be a mere fishergirl, Matsya, and you can repay your debt to me, to your mother, by being aware of that.’

There are only two ways women can be powerful in our world: you have to be born into power or you have to marry it.

W

My mother didn’t say anything when we returned – just looked up and grunted and told me to fetch my father some food and to feed Chiro after that.

I – the daughter of an apsara and a king – to be treated like a common lackey in this fishwife’s home! But I bit my tongue and went to work. It would not do to anger my mother nor be ungrateful to my father. We spoke a lot of the debts we owed – to each other and to ourselves as we made our way down the path of duty already laid out for us before we were born. It was part of what made us who we were. Even such a child as I was then understood that.

But one thing did happen, even though no one ever talked about my birth story after that, unless I brought it up myself. My mother no longer had any power over me. She was still cruel, prone to be quickly cross with me, hitting me on the head with whatever she had handy, but she was still just a fishwife – and my father had said I was not meant to be that. It was not my destiny.

I tried to play my games again, when I got a moment by myself, but they were not the same. I tried to envision Adrika the apsara, tried to make my movements fluid and light, tried to splash in the water to emulate her, but I just felt foolish, like I was a galumphing great human playing at a being created out of light and moonshine.

But the more I thought about it, the more the odour of fish began to waft off my body. Earlier, I was barely conscious of it. We were a fishing village, after all; everything smelled of fish, more or less. You could no more escape the sharp tang or low musk of fish than you could the air around you. But I knew this smell was coming straight off me – it was dank and overpowering, so strong I almost thought you could see it if you peered at my body closely enough, like a fog emanating from it. When I awoke in the morning, the smell would suddenly sharpen, like it had been sleeping with me; when I bathed, it would change to that of slightly bloody, fresh catch. When I worked, it came out of me with my sweat, so that no one could bear to be downwind of me.

It got so bad that I was banished to sleep indoors in the hot summer months while the rest of my family slept outside, but that didn’t work, because my smell permeated the straw matting of our walls, the high thatch of our roof. My mother took to bathing me in fragrant oil-scented water, cursing me under her breath as she bade me lift my arms so she could scour me properly, dunking my hair in the water and scrubbing my scalp till it hurt. She supervised my washing between my legs, to make sure I was doing a thorough job of it. My skin was raw and sodden from all the washing, and still the smell wouldn’t come off, always lurking at the tips of my fingers so I couldn’t even raise my hand to my mouth without smelling it.

The healer came to our village that year. He passed through maybe only once every two rains; we were a healthy lot, brought up on fresh air and fish and lulled to sleep by the lapping of the waves. I remember him telling my father, when he came to our home for a meal, how all the townspeople suffered, how they had one ache and pain after another, which came from being in a closed home, and sitting still for too long. ‘They have forgotten that the gods gave them limbs, and so they’re all pale and sickly,’ the healer said. Then out of his bag he pulled two sugary treats – a cow for me, a horse for Chiro – and he winked at us and told us if everyone was the same as us, he’d be out of a job. ‘Then what would you do?’ Chiro asked, and the healer laughed loudly, stroking his long beard. ‘Then, little brother, I would say the name of God as I wandered about and I would be a holy man, not a poor servant.’

I always liked this man; his name was Joshi, whatever other names he had were lost to history. He was Joshi as definitively as he was ageless – he could have been anywhere between forty to eighty rains – and I liked the way he smiled at us children, eyes crinkling in his weather-beaten face. He always came in right before the first rains hit us, almost as though he knew we needed diversion from the last humid week, when we thought we would go mad if there wasn’t a little wind, when our clothes stuck to our bodies like a second skin we wanted to shed. He came in jingling his brass bell, riding on his cow whose name was Latha. He let the village children gather around Latha, who might have been as old as he was and who he called his wife. She was a sweet-natured cow, one of the few I encountered at close range, because ours was not a herding village and we had little experience with the beasts. I liked to stroke her long nose, feel its velvet tip as she nuzzled into my palms hoping for a treat. I also liked her big, long-lashed eyes, the way she stood stoically and patiently while we fawned over her, occasionally whipping her tail against flies.

The year of the smell, I was standing outside my house one day. I could not bear to be inside for another minute. My mother’s temperature rose with the humidity outside, and she had whipped me just that morning with a broom, shouting, ‘Where is it coming from, witch? Where is that smell coming from?’ I felt as though there was a pebble in my throat, which, try as I might, I couldn’t dislodge. Have you ever been so miserable that you thought tears might be a relief, but your eyes stay dry and parched? Mine were like that; it hurt even to blink.

I heard Joshi before I saw him – his cheerful jingle, his call of ‘Narayan, Narayan!’ invoking the greatest god of all. There are three we are taught to love as children – Brahma who made us, Shiva who will destroy us, and Vishnu or Narayan who will preserve us. It is to him we whisper prayers: keep us safe, keep my family healthy, send someone to save us. Getting Vishnu down to earth is the hardest task a worshipper can do. Shiva loves anyone who sacrifices and takes to his way of life as a wandering ascetic, but Vishnu is a mystery, his many arms as enigmatic as the god himself. But, from all his believers, I have learned over the years that Vishnu is the one who listens, even if he’s sitting very far away on a giant looped snake. Vishnu believers are cheerful, not scary like the Shiva bhakts can be, with their faces painted dark and their eyes seeming to grow ever more crimson the longer they look at you. Maybe that’s why I liked Joshi so much.

He saw me before I could turn away and hide. ‘Why, it’s my little sister,’ he said, smiling all over his face. ‘Although you’re getting to be quite a young lady now. No longer my little sister, then.’ I blushed deeply, twisting the corner of my sari in my fingers.

‘Now, why do you look so unhappy, my girl?’ asked Joshi in his kind voice. ‘Surely there’s nothing for you to look so sad about, a pretty thing like you?’

I wondered if he couldn’t smell me, whether he was upwind or whether my odour was finally wearing off. But no, it couldn’t have been – I could smell myself distinctly. I looked up at him mutely and shook my head, warning him to stay away, but he wouldn’t heed my unspoken words and came right up to me, placing his hand on my shoulder and looking me straight in the face without wincing at all. I was watching him carefully for that expression everyone got, even the most polite. Their noses crinkled upwards, their eyes widened a bit, they said their two or three words to me and then they turned their faces away and breathed through their mouths, as quickly as they could without being rude. Joshi’s face didn’t change at all, except for the corners of his eyes wrinkling into a smile.

‘We’ll fix it, whatever it is,’ he said. ‘When have you known old Joshi to not have a cure?’

Later that night, after Joshi had been fed and all the village gossip laid out in front of him, he sat back, smoking his pipe, and said to my parents, ‘Your daughter is getting to be quite grown-up now.’

‘Quite grown-up maybe, but with that smell, no one will ever marry her,’ said my mother, shooting a vicious look at me.

I said nothing, and neither did Chiro who was sitting beside me, except to draw himself a little closer to me and bury his face in my shoulder, looking up afterwards with an expression of defiance. I patted his springy black hair.

‘A woman’s worth isn’t just about her marriage,’ said Joshi, surprising us all. I had never heard a statement like that before. What else were we brought into this world for, except to marry, have sons and die before our husbands, virtuous and gentle? That’s what everyone told me anyway, and if I wished for a different future, it was a dreamy wish, nothing articulate, nothing more than is this all there is? He saw that we were all looking at him to continue so he took a deep drag of his hookah, letting the water burble at the bottom for effect and then smiled genially all around. ‘No, it is also for her to be happy in this life, however long Narayan allows that to be. And little sister is not happy. Nor,’ with a look at my mother, who was about to say something sharp and cutting, ‘are you, Mother, with the concern you have for your child. What sort of life is this where no one is happy?’ Joshi always seemed to assume that my mother loved me, that we lived in happy harmony, and as a result, she was always a little gentler to me when he was visiting.

‘Is there a cure?’ asked my father.

‘Tomorrow I will examine her and see,’ said Joshi. ‘In the meantime, here, child, take these herbs.’ He held out a small bundle which I took and sniffed at wonderingly. ‘Crush these and rub them on the spots where your heart beats.’ Joshi indicated his wrists and the base of his throat. ‘It’s not a permanent solution but it will help you sleep easy tonight.’

Later, I did as he asked, rubbing the dried herbs between my palms on to a soft piece of cloth to collect the powder and then using great pinches on myself. It smelled sweet and old and dusty at first, but as I put it on myself, I noticed that it took over my own smell, that I now smelled of the powder instead of the other way round. Chiro sneezed a few times when he approached me but I was so delighted that I lured him to the mat next to me, where he hadn’t slept since the smell started, by singing his favourite lullabies. He particularly liked the songs where an animal was in trouble and got saved in the nick of time with the help of a cleverer animal friend. I sang to him softly about birds in trees and squirrels in their nests till his body grew heavy and sweet with sleep next to me, and then I wrapped myself around him, pressing my chin to the top of his head.


Now

I’ve spent most of my day dreaming about the past and not enough time thinking about the future. I decide that in order for anything to happen, I mean really happen to me, I need to go out and see the king again. I’m anxious about what excuse I can give this time, since he is already aware that I know his camping spot. Then Chiro brings me out of my reverie, the rice sieve in my lap, my fingers running through the grains for God knows how long, by chirping, ‘I’d like to see the king, could I?’

‘How would you see the king, silly boy?’ I ask, pursing up my lips to hide the corners of my smile.

He lies down on the floor in front of me and raises his arms to the sky. Lately it seems all he is doing is growing, and fast. His limbs are long and elastic, his stomach bottomless. ‘I heard Ba saying you had met him, Mut,’ he says, turning his head to look at me with his round eyes. ‘You could go again, taking me this time. I want to be a soldier one day; I should meet some real soldiers.’

‘You can’t be a soldier,’ I say. ‘You have to be a fisherman.’

‘I guess I can be whatever I want to be,’ he says, scowling. I think to myself that if I do see the king, I’ll be going for the sake of this beloved little brother and not really myself. I could say my brother wanted to see the soldiers, and the king might be able to intervene on his behalf with our parents so that Chiro can wear the uniform he so wants to.

So, I call out to my mother that we are taking a walk, she tells me to come home with some water, ‘a whole pot instead of those three measly sips you brought us last time’ and we set out, after I have freshly braided my hair allowing some tendrils to drift artfully across my face, and I’ve changed into a new tight vatkala that hugs me high on my chest so that the round curves of my stomach are exposed to the breeze. Chiro glances at me once before we leave, his eyebrows asking, Are you going to wear that? But he is my little brother and so I respond to his eyebrows with stern ones of my own and soon he is skipping on the path in front of me, breaking off a branch from a sapling to use as a pretend sword.

‘Come now, pretend your honour is at stake and I have to rescue you,’ he tells me, and I make some half-hearted oh ah sounds while he makes his branch whistle through the air, valiantly fighting off my attackers.

‘You’re dead, and you’re dead,’ he mutters to himself as we walk on. But the walk is long and he’s soon bored so I have to entertain him by telling him about the king, who he is not interested in, asking about the prince instead.

‘What if he’s here?’

‘He won’t be,’ I say, confidently. ‘Only the king is here now.’

‘I have heard his mother was a goddess,’ says Chiro.

‘You have, have you?’ I say, ruffling his hair. ‘And which old women were you talking to when this news came to light?’

He shakes my hand off and runs his own palm across his head. No matter how old he gets his hair will always stick up just like that, like a baby sparrow straight from a nest. I try to imagine him with a wife, children, in a few years, and all I can see is a tall version of him right now, even as he is making an owl face at me.

I stop walking suddenly when I hear men’s voices up ahead. We must be close to the camp. Chiro, who was about to say something, stops too, and slides behind me, sticking his hand in mine for comfort. So much for my avenging warrior.

‘Don’t be scared,’ I tell him. ‘How will you be a soldier if you are scared?’

I pull him along, and ahead of us on the road are two soldiers, clearly well into their drink even if they are on sentry duty, who whistle and call out when they see me.

‘And where are you going, my beauty?’ says one, cackling.

‘We would like to see the camp and the king, please,’ I say, trying to look like I have done this every day of my life. My true father is a king, I tell myself, my true mother is an apsara, I can speak to two common soldiers.

‘Would she really?’ says the other soldier, also breaking into a hyena laugh. ‘Any other requests, Your Highness?’

‘Yes,’ harrumphs the first. ‘Perhaps we should order a palanquin for you, perhaps you would like to be greeted with a carpet for your feet.’

The second soldier lunges over to me then, and makes to grab my arm. ‘Run!’ I shout to Chiro and take off myself, dragging him behind me. I’m not sure what I am running towards, I half-hope it is home, but the soldiers are cursing and running behind me, still cat-calling and swearing, and I realize we are bumbling in the direction of the camp. I can feel my heart beat thump-thump-thump in my ears and I can feel Chiro’s palm slip out of my hand slowly, the curl of his forefinger the last bit to go, till I realize I’m running alone. Then I stop and turn around, and he is surrounded by soldiers, only two soldiers but big men who are beating him. He screams, he’s rolled up into a little ball, he is holding his arms above his head, and I run back, screaming too. But by the time I get there, he is quiet, he is lost, and I am quite, quite alone with these men who turn to me, bloodlust in their eyes.

The rest is all glimpses of scenes that feel like I am watching from far, far away.

Scene one: The soldiers surround me, they push me down, only an arm’s length away from where Chiro is still curled up in a ball. One holds my thighs apart, yanks roughly at my sari, my best one that I wore to meet the king; it rips under his impatience. The other is saying something but I’m not paying attention. I’m watching Chiro from the corner of my eye, my face is pressed into grit and dirt, and I can feel a sharp object poking into my cheek, but I’m praying to everyone – to everything – that his chest will rise and he will breathe again.

Scene two: They’re laughing but also egging each other on – neither wants to be the first. ‘Get on with it,’ says the one still standing. ‘I’ll stand guard.’ I’m focusing hard on Chiro’s face; if I can ignore the men and just watch the curve of his eyelashes, the slope of his chest, spot a twitch in the corners of his mouth, then I will be able to live through this.

Scene three: Just as the soldier is about to fall down between my thighs, I hear a noise that doesn’t belong here in the forest, with its occasional bird call and the faraway chitter of squirrels. It is horse hooves and they vibrate through the ground and into my ear flat against the earth. I begin to scream.

Scene four: ‘Quiet!’ shouts the soldier, slapping my face. ‘Quiet! Quiet!’ But he can’t make me obey him, and by hitting me, he has released his clamp on my thighs. I close my legs and scream again, just a hoarse, wordless cry. The horse hooves stop and suddenly it is silent again, and I close my eyes, preparing for doom, when they start up again. This time the soldier has his hand across my mouth and he’s pressing into my nostrils – I can’t draw breath.

Scene five: A tall man breaks into our glade. The soldier immediately lets me go and stands to attention. My eyes are still on Chiro, I blink and he’s an old man, I blink again, and there he is, lying still. I stop struggling. I dart to my feet and over to Chiro, kneeling by him and touching his face. ‘Wake up,’ I plead with him. ‘Wake up, wake up, wake up.’

And then the scenes stop, and the tall man is shouting at the two soldiers. He then climbs off his horse and comes over to me. I shrink back but don’t move from where I am, next to Chiro. If they move him without me, I shall tear their hair from the roots, I shall scratch everyone bloody, I will be a vengeful goddess, the kind you don’t want to cross.


Then

When I woke up, after my night with the healer’s herbs, Chiro was gone and the hut was empty. I was usually awake before the first light of dawn, following a restless and disturbed night, but it seemed the herbs had a magic that not only made me smell beautiful but also lulled me to sleep for far longer than I usually did. I hadn’t realized how much I needed the rest till I woke up feeling more refreshed than I had in weeks. The magic of Joshi, I thought as I rose quickly and rolled up my mat, that my mother hadn’t even shaken me awake to help her with the chores. I sniffed quickly under my arms; the herbs were still working.

My mother entered just then. ‘Awake?’ she said. ‘It’s about time. Begin by husking the rice – your father will be home for an afternoon meal today.’

I nodded and reached for the drinking vessel, to get myself some water.

‘No,’ said my mother, ‘you are to fast today so Joshi can examine you. He will look at you this evening, so not a drop through your lips all day, do you understand?’

I hated fasting, hated how often we had to do it; it seemed like we were always going hungry – for a good catch, for a good husband, for the long life of my brother and father, to appease the river goddess and I also hated how it seemed like the men never had to do it. But that day it didn’t bother me so much. The smell was gone and my faith in Joshi was so high, I knew he could banish it forever.

I did my chores quickly and left the hut before my mother could ask me to do more. I was a hungry child, always hungry, always longing for something to eat, and that year, the one where I grew more than two inches, my belly was never full. I would never be able to sit still while the rest of the family had lunch, so I went to the part of the riverbank that was mine alone to dream about my future. I promised myself a lovely afternoon, looking at clouds and thinking about my real parents, as a reward for going without food.

I couldn’t sit still that day. I ran up and down in the sand, and when I grew exhausted, I lay down in it and grabbed at it with my fists, feeling it trickle out through the gaps between my fingers. I sunk my toes in as deep as I could, and tilted my face back into a cool breeze that had just come up, as if summoned by me. What should I imagine today, I asked myself – shall I be reunited with my apsara mother and taken to Indra’s court? Or shall I come across my father and my brother who will no doubt want to take me to their kingdom, where I shall live as a royal princess?

I must have drifted off to sleep, because I woke up with a start to a lashing of water on my face. The rains had arrived. It was always a magical moment for us, indeed perhaps for the rest of the kingdom. I stood and stretched out my palms, feeling the drops collect and fill in my cupped palms, but then I realized – too late! – that the special powder of herbs was washing off. I was left drenched, cold and smelly once more.

I could have wept.

Instead, I turned soberly for home, ignoring the shouts of glee from the far side of the bank where the children of the village were gathering to leap and play in the first sweet shower. As I turned, I caught a glimpse of someone from the corner of my eye, next to an old boat that had been lying there ever since I could remember. I jumped out of my skin.

‘Girl,’ said the woman, for it was a woman, so old that she was bent over double, that her hands shook as she tried to place her drenched sari over her head. ‘Wait, girl.’

I stood and stared at her. Strangers never came to our village, at least not as suddenly as this one did. To approach us, you’d either have to come via the road, which was narrow and muddy in this weather, by which time someone would spot you. Or you could come by boat, which meant hiring one of us to ferry you here and back. I had never laid eyes on this woman before, and all of a sudden, I remembered my mother’s stories about witches who disguised themselves as old helpless women to prey on young girls.

As if she read my mind, the old woman laughed. It was a dry hack-hack-hack sound, which quickly turned into a cough. ‘I’m no witch, girl. I’m just an old woman who got stuck on this side of the bank before the rains started.’

But wouldn’t a witch be exactly the sort of person who declared they weren’t a witch?

She spotted me hesitating, the heel of my left foot still raised so I could spin and run off. Coughing again, she said, ‘All right, maybe I am a little bit of a witch. But not one who will hurt you. All I need is to go back to the island over there.’

I found my tongue. ‘There is no island over there, Granny.’ For it didn’t hurt to be polite, especially to a witch. ‘I’ve lived here all my life and there is no island.’

‘All your life, eh?’ The old woman pulled herself out of the shadows and came towards me. ‘I’d wager you haven’t spent all your life here.’ I opened my mouth to contradict her and then remembered the first few months of the story my father told me, the first few months where I belonged not to him and my mother but to an apsara and a king.

‘Look there,’ she said, placing one wrinkled hand on my shoulder and pointing with the other. ‘There is my island. Do you see it?’

And there, through the lashing rain, I actually did see trees and sand and – yes! – an island, forming out of the mist, even though I could have sworn it wasn’t there before.

‘I’ll call someone to ferry you,’ I said.

‘Why call someone? You can do it, can’t you?’

Technically, I supposed I could. I hadn’t ever taken a boat out by myself before, but I had rowed ours under my father’s supervision. But I’d still have to go untether the boat from where it was and take this old woman with me. I said as much and she tilted her head in the manner of a much younger woman. ‘There’s a boat right here.’

‘That old thing? It’s been here for years, Granny. It won’t hold in the rain.’ Then, it occurred to me: ‘How did you get here?’

She laughed again, hack-hack-hack, and led me by the hand to the boat. I could see she had no intention of answering my question. ‘Turn it over, girl,’ she said. ‘It’ll hold. I’ll make sure of it.’

I looked uneasily at the turbulent river but I saw the way the old woman stood back, so confident that I was going to get her home, that I felt it might work after all. I was so much younger then, ready for anyone to believe in me, ready to make my pretend world – where I could fly and swim and dance gracefully and meet with the gods – a real thing in an instant. I would’ve exchanged anything for it, and I think that day, with the old lady, that was my first day of barter, even though I didn’t know it yet.

I heaved the boat from its side to lie flat on the sand and hopped inside it. It looked as leaky as you would expect, the bottom worn away by barnacles and moss, the wood inside as soft as fabric. If I pushed against it, there’d be a palm-sized hole. I was not afraid of drowning – I was too young then to consider death as something that might happen to me, even though I had known children who died – but I was afraid of being stuck in the middle of the roaring, rushing river with no one to save me.

‘Hurry up, girl,’ said the old woman, impatiently. ‘Push it into the water.’

Whoever had abandoned the boat had thoughtfully abandoned the old punt pole as well. It was weathered too, but not as badly as the boat. I hung it on the side and heaved the boat with all my might into the water. Perhaps the wood was light because it was rotted, perhaps the old woman was performing her magic already, but it skimmed away from me like the sand was butter, skimmed and sat on the river, pitching slightly but coyly.

And then I jumped on to the prow, testing the bottom with my feet, and the wood stood firm when, just a moment ago, I was sure that even breathing on it would make it crumble. I glanced at the old woman, who looked impassive, sticking out her arm for me to help her, which I did, placing her at the back where the moss had made a comfortable padded seat.

‘Now, row me to the island, girl,’ she said, settling in.

I faced ahead and pushed with my pole, feeling the sandy bottom of the river give and the vessel move forward, all easier than it had ever been. The rains still threw up a froth on the surface of the river but we moved slowly and placidly, like we had been sent a gentle breeze.

‘I have no money to pay you with, girl,’ said the old woman presently. ‘But I will repay you by helping you. That smell you have – it is not good for someone so young and beautiful to carry such a burden.’

‘It is no matter,’ I said stiffly. ‘My family has engaged a healer who will see to me.’

‘A healer won’t be able to get rid of a stench like that. It is a divine curse you bear, but you’re too young to have invoked the displeasure of the gods, so perhaps you are being punished for the sins of a parent.’

I said nothing, only looked out at the waves.

‘What would you like to do with your life, girl?’

This was unexpected but I shrugged and said that maybe I’d get married and have a handsome husband and bear him sons.

‘If that is the case, then go home to your healer,’ said the old woman. ‘I can do nothing for you. But I suspect you want something more, you want a destiny.’

The way she said that – destiny – shook something inside of me. I hadn’t known that was the word I was looking for, but as she said it, it clicked; that was the part of my fantasies even I hadn’t been able to articulate. I wanted a destiny – it was true, she was right.

‘I thought so,’ she said, satisfied. ‘Come and see me next week by the full moon. Use this boat. The magic will wear off once you put it back on the sand but it should remember when it’s in the water.’

We reached the bank of the island, which was almost eerily quiet except for the sounds of a few birds calling trrroooo-trooooo. It smelled quiet and grave and peaceful, the rain seemingly not touching it at all except for a few dappled puddles here and there.

‘Do you live here by yourself?’ I asked, because it was the only question I could articulate.

She leaped out, suddenly quite sprightly compared to the old, bent-up creature she had been just moments ago, and touched my face with her fingers. It could have been my imagination but I thought her back had straightened up a bit, her wrinkles seeming to fall back into her skin so I could see the features of her face more clearly. ‘It’s my home,’ she said simply, and walked off, swinging her arms.

It was only when I rowed back, the boat now bucking and tossing in the waves – clearly that piece of magic had worn off – that I realized she hadn’t answered my question.


Now

‘Are you all right? Did they harm you?’ My rescuer is tugging at my arm so he can see my face; his voice is gruff but not unkind, and I turn and face him, and it is the dour general Vidura who so objected to the king talking to me. But the fact that I recognize him, that he is familiar, makes me want to cling to him and weep, even though he was so disapproving of the king’s attentions to me.

‘You!’ he says, surprised, as I turn my grimy face to him, and then under his breath, ‘I should have known.’ I want to make it very clear to him that my being out here in the woods was not some engineered plan for me to get closer to the king. All right, so I wanted to see the king again, but not like this, not like some fallen woman who needs protection. But before I can get the words out, forcing my tongue to stammer out the first consonants, he is lifting my brother’s wrist so he can feel his pulse, using a surprisingly gentle thumb to pry open his lids, and touching, also with the greatest care, the already livid bruises on his soft stomach where the soldiers kicked him repeatedly.

‘Your brother needs care,’ he tells me, swooping Chiro up into his arms so my baby brother is cradled against his giant chest like he’s an infant again. I almost want to cry when I see the way Vidura cups Chiro’s head, so carefully, as though he’s a brand-new human. Even our mother doesn’t hold Chiro like that; at ten rains, he has outgrown any baby looks that might still lead to cuddles and kisses.

‘Will you get on the horse and hold your brother?’ he asks me. ‘It will be a quicker way to take him back to camp where we have a healer.’ I glance at the horse, a large white beast, and my eyes widen with fear, and Vidura laughs a not-very-nice laugh and says, ‘Afraid of a horse and would go wooing a king?’

The daughter of an apsara and a king would not be afraid of a horse. I grit my teeth and shake my head and manage to spit out, ‘I. Am. Not. Afraid.’

‘Very well then.’ He places Chiro very gently sideways on the saddle, and before I can react, he has his hands on my waist and has lifted me up and placed me high up on the horse.

‘Oh,’ I say.

Vidura looks at me, his mouth moves upwards briefly, and then he’s leading the horse down to the camp. I wish Chiro was able to enjoy this with me and feel a stab of sorrow. Please make him better, Vishnu who preserves us. And a thought so selfish I’m ashamed of it: if he dies, my mother will never love me, even for a fleeting second, Never ever…

All these thoughts – even Chiro himself – are driven out of my fickle mind as we enter the camp. There’s great activity, the tents are colourful, the men who look up and see us are curious but well mannered, their eyes watching us but their faces never turning from whatever activity they’re engaged in, whether it’s a group of men playing chaupar or clustered around a minstrel plucking at his ektara. I understand them to be different from the soldiers I came across; firstly, because they are not in the loose uniforms those men were wearing – these men are in colourful silks and fine cotton, some wear turbans with inset jewels; secondly, because of their mannerisms – no common soldier would hold his pinky finger thus while telling a story, no soldier would pull at their long luxuriant mustaches so; and thirdly, because unlike the big, brawny, tall soldiers, these men look like they’ve lived a soft life. Their bellies are expansive, their skin is milky white, their nails buffed to a shine. I tuck my fingers into my palm so they can’t see my rough hands and wish that I had straightened my hair while I was riding.

Vidura isn’t one of those men, and somehow, watching him walking quietly through the crowd and noise, I begin to think he cuts a better-looking figure than all the noblemen in their fine clothes. I admire his way of acting like he is in an oasis of silence, the way his eyes see straight ahead, not distracted by all the chaos. I try to sit like he is standing, holding Chiro straight, looking in front of me, my back a rigid line.

He halts in front of an all-white tent, hung with herbs – some drying in the sun, others rolled into little bundles and placed within white cloth with writing on it. This must be where the healer lives on camp, and I clutch Chiro closer. Please.

‘Wait here,’ Vidura says to me, rather unnecessarily, as I have no intention of climbing off this horse without any help.

While I’m waiting, and also hoping the horse doesn’t wander off with us on it, I take the opportunity to look around the camp. Here, a little away from where the men were gathered, I can see the furthest end of the camp which is full of identical tents – I assume that’s where the soldiers are staying. A lone fire burns there and there are several men in uniform milling about. Close to the healer’s tent, a little in front of it, is a grand one, hung with banners, and next to it, a slightly smaller one, also with the same banners. The royal banner flew above the biggest. Ahead of us and close to where we entered from are large fire pits which the cooks are stoking for the evening meal. A man with a cart piled high with vegetables has just come in and is talking to the cooks, while another presents fluttering pheasants for their breasts to be felt for tenderness.

‘Oho,’ says a voice and I look down from the horse into the smiling face of one of the shortest men I have ever seen. He just escapes being a dwarf, probably reaching up to my shoulder. He has a beard, unlike the rest of the men, who prefer to sport just moustaches, and a pair of very friendly eyes which are currently twinkling up at me. He pats my foot. ‘We’ll soon have you down from there, and your brother too.’ I can’t help smiling back and he is delighted. ‘That’s the spirit! A smile on your face will put a smile in your heart as well. I always say that. Now then, Amrish–Girish!’

Two boys dart out of his tent, as tall as he is short, and completely identical, from their faces to the way they carry themselves, to their large hands and feet. To further complicate matters, they’re wearing exactly the same clothes as well, and they smile matching smiles at me as one holds the horse and murmurs to it and the other holds out his meaty palm to me.

‘Take the boy first, the boy, Amrish,’ says the little man, rising up and down on his toes, and the twin by me says, ‘Anh?’ and points to Chiro. I look down at my new friend who says, ‘Let him take your brother, my dear. They’re thick as poles but they are gentle beasts, and they do just as I tell them.’

I let Amrish prise away my brother from my arms and carry him inside the tent. The healer bows to me, saying, ‘I am Medhira, at your service. And now I shall hurry away inside. You’ll excuse me for my quick departure. Girish, help the girl down!’ And he walks backwards rapidly into his tent, bowing to me the entire way.

The other twin – Girish – is so busy murmuring to the horse that he jumps out of his skin when his name is called and then looks up at me, remembering. He grins widely, puts his hands around my waist and lifts me down. ‘Anh,’ he says and nods to me politely, before walking off with the horse, its reins wrapped around his wrist.

I am now alone in the royal camp. I decide to go inside the tent and check on Chiro, but before I can do so, a voice calls out to me. ‘My lady!’ It is Baana, my soldier escort from the other night, scampering up to me delightedly till he remembers he is a soldier, at which he corrects his dash into a soldier walk, which is comical to see. I laugh for the first time since all this has happened.

‘What brings you here?’ he asks, after bowing to me. I shrug, not wanting to go into it. He glances at the healer’s tent and then looks at me again, taking in my dishevelled appearance. Very tactfully for one so young, he doesn’t remark on my presence again and instead suggests we take a walk. He points out sights to me as we go along: that is where the men have contests to see who can wield their maces better, that is where he – Baana – learns swordplay. ‘Only a wooden training sword right now but I shall soon have a real one. I’m going to call her Shakti and she shall carve through my enemies like this.’ He swings his fist down through the air, and I’m reminded of Chiro suddenly and my eyes fill with tears.

‘Don’t be distressed, my lady,’ says Baana, quite alarmed. ‘Here, let’s sit down on this rock. Shall I bring you something to eat? Or drink?’ I shake my head and sniffle. ‘Do you know the king was speaking of you the other day?’ says Baana after a short silence, as he cast around for something to divert me with.

‘What?’ I whip my head around, tears forgotten, to look at Baana who grins, pleased that he’s managed to distract me from my sorrow.

‘Oh yes, they were having a councillors’ meeting. I was not supposed to be there but Adamya, one of the soldiers, you know, asked me to bring him a drink. He said, ‘Baana, be a good boy and fetch me a pitcher of wine, for I fear this is going to be one of those nights where I shall not be allowed to set foot out of the royal tent for several hours, not even to slake my thirst.’

‘Baana,’ I say, patiently, for I am used to boys and their way of embellishing absolutely the wrong part of a story, ‘pray continue.’

Baana has to stop for a second to get back to the tale. ‘So then I went in with a pitcher, and the king was talking and General Vidura was by his throne, kneeling at the king’s feet. Which I thought was a little strange, because usually’ – here his ears went pink and he glanced at me to see if I had noted that casual ‘usually’ – ‘usually, the meetings during the hunts are informal and no one kneels. It’s a large tent, with bolsters and bedding for the men to lie on. Sometimes there is dancing and they bring in women. The women stay on that side of the camp.’ He waves towards the far side of the lake and sure enough, I can see a few sari-clad figures in the distance, hanging up clothes and bathing in the lake.

‘You tell a fine story,’ I praise him, and he grins at me and I notice a dimple dancing in his still baby-plump cheek. ‘Then what happened?’

‘Then, well, I didn’t want to go straight to Adamya through the men.’ He looks a little sheepish and I quickly reassure him that it was the right thing to do among so many important people – make yourself small so you disturb no one. I almost want to laugh at how readily he accepts my reassurance – what do I know about royalty or royal manners?

‘So I stayed by the side, holding the pitcher of wine, and oh, I almost dropped it a few times, and then everyone would have noticed me. I was so scared I wasn’t even listening to what the king was saying, I was so busy holding the wine steady. But then’ – here he gleams at me, my praise has gone straight to his head and he’s enjoying dragging out the story – ‘then I heard the commander saying, “Fisher girl!” and I wondered what he meant and why he sounded so angry. And the king said, “Fisher girl or not, I must see her again, Vidura! Do not defy me on this!” And I thought to myself, “Aha, a fisher girl? Just like my lady,” except I didn’t know that they were talking about you just then.’ He shrugs at me. ‘There are many fisher girls.’

I pat him on his back. ‘It’s all right, Baana, how were you to know?’

‘Then the king said, “Satyavati. She who speaks the truth. I need her, Vidura, I must have her,” and the commander said, “But, Your Highness…” and the king said, “We will have no further argument on this, Vidura, you will go and bring her to me.” And then everyone started talking. I heard some people say the king had lost his mind, and other people said you must be very special, maybe hidden royalty, for the king to lose his mind over you after just one meeting. And then I delivered the wine and left, and that’s all.’ He throws himself down on the grass, exhausted, but I am sitting up straighter than ever, thinking rapidly.

‘Baana,’ I say, after a while, ‘does the king know who you are?’

‘Who I am? Not likely, I’m just a foot soldier. One day, though, I will command his army!’

‘Would you like him to know who you are?’

‘Well, I’d rather the crown prince knows who I am,’ says Baana dreamily. ‘But to meet the king, that would be a great honour too, my lady.’

‘Take me to him,’ I say. ‘And the king will know your name now and forever. Perhaps you shall even be rewarded!’

He looks doubtful. ‘The only true reward is doing my duty,’ he says, parroting from some script he’s learned.

‘Well, as a soldier, isn’t your only true duty doing as your king commands?’ I say. ‘The king wants to meet me, and here I am.’

Baana pulls at his lower lip, not looking at me. ‘Well, after that meeting, my lady, the commander told his soldiers they were not to look for you. He said, “The king is restless but it will soon settle once we find him a princess from a noble royal family. This girl is mere whimsy, and we shall just tell the king we could not find her.”’

The cheek of Vidura, I think to myself – how dare he keep me from my destiny? No wonder he stuck me by the healer’s tent. I decide he only rescued me from the other soldiers to not get into any trouble himself. The only way to avenge myself is to defy him.

‘Do you have a sister, Baana?’ I ask him. ‘Or a mother?’

He looks pleased to see I have dropped the uncomfortable subject.

‘No mother, my lady, she passed away when I was small. I do have a sister though and an aunt who brought me up.’

‘Well, you may not want a reward but don’t you think it would be very nice for your women to have one?’ I look at him from the corner of my eye, careful to make my voice sound very casual. ‘After all the sacrifices they made for you, surely there is one thing they want very much for themselves?’

‘My sister’s husband is not a nice man,’ says Baana. ‘He beats her at night and torments her. Were the king to say she could have a dispensation, she could leave him and make a home with my aunt. My aunt misses her too.’

‘I’m sure the king is gracious and kind enough to see that his best foot soldier cannot have a bad man as a brother in marriage,’ I say. ‘And isn’t your duty also to your family?’

Baana is torn, I can see that, but he’s also suspicious. I can see him wavering. I try the last tool in my bag. ‘Please?’ I plead, making my eyes go large and round, sticking out my lower lip a little bit. I have used this very face to get the biggest fish, the prettiest basket, quite recently on my father, who used to be a lot smarter where I was concerned but now lets me get away with anything. ‘I need to see him, Baana, dear Baana. I just need one moment of the king’s time.’ I touch him on the arm. There’s no need for this final gesture, but I can tell it’s working because he leans into my touch and then leaps away as though he has been scalded. I glance at his face, suddenly conscious of my heart beating rapidly.

‘As you wish, my lady,’ he says stiffly, and stands up, waiting for me to follow him. He’s gone all stand-offish and proud now, probably ashamed. Never mind, I think, if I am proper royalty I shall give him a nice reward. I straighten the crumpled edge of my sari and wonder if I could lure all men this easily. Or was it just young Baana? Maybe he can be my own personal bodyguard. I’d like that.

When I am royalty. I cross my fingers behind my back to ward off the evil eye.

Baana leads me to the royal tent and the guards there, standing with crossed lances, stop us. ‘She seeks an audience with the king,’ says Baana, his voice clear but trembling a little bit. I drop my head, pull my sari over my hair and try to look modest.

‘And who might she be?’ asks one of the guards, sounding bored.

‘Lady Satyavati of the fisherman tribe,’ says Baana, and then turns to me. ‘Are you a lady? Who is your father?’

Well, he’s certainly interested in my lineage all of a sudden. I bite back the urge to snap at him and instead say sweetly, still addressing the ground, ‘My father is the fisher king of these banks.’

‘The king is resting and must not be dist—’ begins the same guard, but his friend looks across at me curiously and then tells him, ‘I think this is that girl.’

‘Which girl?’ asks the first guard, and his friend nudges him violently. ‘The one the king has been searching for, you idiot. If we take her in, we’re certain to be rewarded.’

‘Oh, I see.’ The first guard appraises me. ‘I see. How very interesting. Come along with us, little lady, so we can show you into the presence of the king.’

I glance at Baana who looks away from me, still cross at the way I have manipulated him, and then step forward, leaving him behind. I look ahead. ‘Lead the way,’ I say.


Then

By the time I had dragged the old boat up the shore after I dropped the old woman to the island, the sudden thunder burst had vanished, the clouds had cleared, and the sun was shining tremulously again. The boat shuddered across the sand, instantly losing whatever spell had been cast on it. It was a rotten piece of wood again, the sides caving under my fingers, the moss re-growing rapidly. I put it back where I had found it, and it settled in, the creepers growing over it so fast, it was as though I imagined the whole incident. When I turned to look back at the river, she was as calm as silk, the tracks on the bank made from where I dragged the boat had vanished, and through the clearing fog, I could see nothing at all. Was it a dream, I wondered, but I didn’t have very much time to wonder; the sun was moving across the sky rapidly and it was nearly time for me to see Joshi again, so he could work his medicine on me.

I hurried back to the village, only to find my mother standing at the door of our hut looking out for me. ‘There she is, the princess,’ she said crossly. ‘As if we have nothing else to do but wait for you all day.’ Out of habit, she aimed a blow at my head, out of habit, I ducked out of her way and went in. ‘Pah, you smell like a day-old fish in the sun,’ she said, wrinkling her nose. ‘Matsyagandhi, you were named, and you’re staying true to it.’

Joshi was sitting on the ground at the back of the hut, with the rest of the tribe clustered around him. Cradling a small boy in his lap, he gazed into his nostrils with great interest. ‘Ah, there, now I see it,’ he said to the child’s mother, and then rifled through his bag for a long twig, carved with a flat scoop at the end. The child noticed this and began to wail. ‘Hush now, little brother, this won’t hurt a bit,’ said Joshi and tilted the boy’s head back again, deftly inserting the twig into his nostril. He gave his wrist a twist and pulled out the scoop, and there at the end of it, shining like a gem, was a small pebble. The child forgot to cry in his amazement, and Joshi handed the pebble to his mother. ‘See that you don’t put any small things inside your nose again, all right?’ he told the little boy, stroking his head. ‘Otherwise they’ll have to cut it off and you’ll be the noseless wonder. I’ve seen it happen to one child; he had to shave his head and become a monk.’ The boy looked suitably warned, his mother carted him off, and Joshi glanced around and spotted me.

‘Ah, there’s my last patient of the day,’ he said to the surrounding crowd. ‘Brothers and sisters, I ask for some privacy while I work with this young lady here.’ The people stood up, some glancing at me sympathetically – private consultations were almost always painful – others murmuring about me and my smell. They stepped back in unison when I stepped forward, some covering their noses. ‘I don’t know how her family stands it,’ I heard one woman whisper as she left.

What Joshi did for the next hour or so, I cannot say. I only remember being made to lie down, my clothes stripped off me, a cloth laid over my body for modesty. Smoke billowed from the fire he made, pungent smoke that made me cough and sweat, my eyes tearing from the fumes. He muttered incantations into the fire, rubbed me down with an unguent he said was cow urine mixed with other herbs, made me stand, my cloth held up around me, while he tipped my head back and looked into my mouth, dropping charred lumps of something into the back of my throat. When I sputtered, he stroked my back gently. ‘It’s just the medicine working, little sister,’ he said. Because he was a man of honour, he averted his eyes when, calling my mother to help him, he asked her to look for lumps or boils between my legs. She peered, she pinched, but she couldn’t see anything, at which answer he sighed, and gave her some more of the liquid to spread there.

‘Change the way you eat,’ he said, ordering me off my afternoon meal and prescribing just a light snack of rice and buttermilk in the evening – no fish, definitely no fish for as long as it took. I was to gnaw on roots, peel tubers and boil them whole, after which I was to mash them and eat them like that. ‘Maybe a little bit of salt,’ said Joshi. ‘But not more than this much…’ he clarified, holding his finger and thumb apart the size of a mosquito.

And finally, when I had been almost falling asleep twice, only to be roused by a stinging solution he smeared under my nose and eyebrows, he sighed and put out the fire. ‘I have done what I can, little sister,’ he told me, bidding me to get dressed. ‘And now the rest is in the hands of the gods. If this is a larger, greater curse from a previous birth, I am not the one who can help you. Pray to Narayan every day and night, chant his name one hundred times before you arise from your bed and before you close your eyes, and maybe he will have mercy on you.’

He left the next day, after my father paid him a hefty sum in silver and copper coins, and the choicest dried goods, almost depleting our store for the winter. I saw also my mother’s gold bangles clink in Joshi’s leathery palm before he put them away in the pouch he kept around his waist, as well as the necklace of pearls I was to have upon my marriage. We watched him go as a family, Chiro standing near our mother, who put her arm around him, I by our father, who placed his hand upon my shoulder. ‘There he goes with our family’s riches,’ said my father, finally. ‘Maybe we will make it all back by bride price.’ My mother, surprisingly, had no sharp words for me, and when I glanced at her, I noticed her eyes were swimming with tears. The bangles had been in our family for as long as five generations; they were saved for the first daughter-in-law of the house, and they would have been for Chiro’s bride. I had ruined them all – I, a foundling girl with nothing of value to offer, only a smell that followed me around like a bad reputation.

At first, my mother pretended that the smell had finally left. She allowed me to sleep indoors with them again, let me work right next to her without making a comment about it, even sat me outside to oil and comb my hair. She did all of this with very bad grace and a few sharp remarks, but said nothing about the way I smelled. After a while, I wondered whether it had really gone. I could still smell it – acrid and almost angry, as though it was upset I had tried to get rid of it, but perhaps the scent was still lingering in my nostrils like a ghost. Perhaps I was so used to smelling it, I couldn’t get used to not.

But then I noticed how my mother sent Chiro outside almost as soon as he came in, how her nostrils flared and her nose wrinkled at the top whenever she was too close to me, how she faced away from me when I talked. I noticed too how Chiro didn’t come and lie next to me as he used to, how my father decided it would be better for him to sleep outside. They were lying – to themselves and to me, because they didn’t want to admit we had failed.

It was Chiro who finally broke the silence. His birth star day was around the corner, at the next full moon, our mother said, and he would be a full ten rains old. It was the time when he was considered to be very nearly a man, when my father would give him a special gift of his own boat, and the two of them would spend more time together as Chiro prepared to take over from my father as fisher king. Chiro would also have to stop his classes with the rest of the children under the old man who taught all the small ones, and move to learning how to fish and read the winds and trade. At my own tenth naming day, two rains ago, I stopped learning how to read and write and began to help my mother around the house more than I had before. I could take over from her if she had to go away or was ill – that was how all the girls in the tribe were trained. As the daughter of the fisher king, I also had to know about trades and seasons, but not as much as Chiro did, so my father decided the best time for me to learn would be with Chiro so he didn’t have to repeat himself. I was looking forward to these lessons, and to being away from the house for some time.

‘We’ll have a feast for my little prince,’ said our mother, gloating over Chiro, stroking his face. ‘We’ll invite everyone, and you shall have all your favourite foods.’

Chiro said nothing, only looked mutinous and down at the dirt floor.

‘What is it, my heart?’

‘I don’t want a feast,’ he said finally.

I had been scrubbing the cooking pot with a coconut husk with my back to the room but I stilled then. I had a feeling I knew what he was going to say next.

‘You don’t want a feast? Of course you do! We’ve been talking about this for two rains now!’ Our mother laughed – a surprisingly pretty laugh – and I heard her give him a big smacking kiss on the forehead. ‘You’re just shy,’ she concluded. ‘And no man is shy. It’ll be a good time for you to learn how to host your friends and the tribe.’

‘I told you, I don’t want a feast,’ he growled, and she grew impatient. ‘What is all this drama?’ she snapped. ‘You’re getting a feast, you ungrateful boy, because that is what happens when you have your tenth birth star day. If you have such a problem with it, take it up with your ancestors who decided this should be the way.’

‘No, I don’t want it,’ he burst out. ‘Because no one wants to come to our house! They won’t come, and you and Ba will be shamed!’

‘Why on earth would they not come?’ Our mother sounded very puzzled. ‘Your father is the king of this tribe, they’ll come to pay their respects.’

‘Well maybe they’ll come but they won’t stay for the feast. They said so, all my friends said so. They said’ – he heaved a great sobbing breath – ‘they said they can’t bear the smell in our house. They said it’s like being poisoned.’

Then, howling, he launched himself at my back. ‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry, Mut-di! I didn’t want to say anything because I don’t want you to feel bad!’

Our mother was quiet for some time and then said in a soft, terrible voice, ‘Chiro, get up.’ When he did not move immediately, she walked over to us and said it again. This time, I felt him look up at her and what he saw must have scared him because he scampered outside.

‘Look at me,’ she said to me, and I dared to glance at her face. It was as I had never seen it before. Her nostrils were flared and white around the edges, her eyes large and red and glaring at me, her mouth set in a firm, straight line. She looked like the avenging goddess Kali.

‘I want you to go,’ she told me. ‘You have eaten our food, drunk our water, slept by our fire, and I have let you, because my husband wanted me to, but you are no kin of mine and I owe you no more. We are poorer because of you, and I am more unhappy, but I am just a woman, put on this earth to serve. I will not, however, allow you to take my son down with you. Your curse cannot spread over this home any longer. I will not allow it. I should have banished you long ago, but my husband seemed to think you might have a greater future than we allowed for. I see now that you are an evil beast that we have nurtured, a demon in the form of a girl, and whatever past life you have been cursed for, I won’t let you spread its effect over my son.’

I couldn’t speak, so she carried on, still in that quiet, sharp voice. ‘I’m going to invite people for Chiro’s birth star feast. By the time I return, you should be gone. Take some food in a bundle if you wish, although do you know what I would do if I were you?’ She moved so she was only inches away from my face, her blazing eyes boring into mine. ‘I would drown myself in the river in the hope that my next life would be more blessed.’

With that, she turned and walked out of the door, leaving me huddled on the floor. I couldn’t wallow for very long though; my mother – was she still my mother? – would come back soon enough, and the fire in her eyes and the steel in her voice was enough to convince me that she meant every word. Besides, a small part of me, beyond the hurt and anger and fear, was also feeling slightly relieved. I didn’t want to live with her any more than she wanted to live with me, and now my leaving would be her fault and not mine.

I quickly threw a few things into one of my saris and fashioned it into a bundle. Briefly, I considered actually drowning myself and then dismissed it. I was unhappy but I was also optimistic. I would go to my real family, I decided, King Vasu and all the rest of it. I’d find my twin brother and I’d live happily as a princess. Later, we’d have my mother put to death, or in prison for cruelty, and bring my father and brother to live with us. I might have even hummed to myself as I carefully folded up some dried fish, seasoned the way I liked it, the way only my mother knew how to prepare. I would miss that fish when it ran out but at least I could still eat it, since Joshi’s cure had done nothing for me.

My plan, as I strode down to the riverbank, was to get in that old boat I had hidden away, cast off and make my way to the Chedi kingdom. I had no idea how far it was, but I knew it was somewhere along the riverbank. It might take me many nights to reach but I intended to sleep in my boat and make my meals there as well, so I wouldn’t be wasting any time. My eyes were quite dry by then, my heart filled with queer resolve. I had never before felt so in control of my life. Even the trees seemed to whisper destiny to me as I stood on the sand, considering my options.

Except the voices of the trees changed to the voice of the old woman I had seen so many nights ago. I had all but forgotten about her, and now I suddenly heard her voice play in the breeze. Destiny.

I looked out over the clear water, the moon full and bright in the sky. There, gleaming in the light was the little island I had dropped her off at. Had it been there all this while? The water rippled, the current looking almost like arrows pointing towards the island’s banks.

After all, I thought, I didn’t want my royal father to meet me when I smelled like this. The old woman had promised me a cure, had she not? If I was to arrive in Chedi smelling like a rose, the king would be more inclined to clasp me to his chest and cry at the idea of abandoning me all those years ago to these cruel, peasant-like people.

The boat was still there, looking like some ancient animal, buried as it was up to its prow, the bottom all but fallen out. Would it still work? I tugged at it experimentally, and as before, it glided, breaking free of the creepers smoothly and easily, sliding into the water with a demure splash, tilting slightly back and forth and waiting for me. I put my bundle in, picked up the pole and began to punt the bottom of the river. And like a flat stone, I reached the island in two skips, as though the boat longed to return there as much as I did.

The moonlight lit up a snaking path that wound its way in front of me, strange flowers dipped their cups over my head as though in benediction, and a cool breeze lifted strands of my hair playfully, as though it was stroking my head and saying, ‘Welcome, sister.’ I picked up my bundle, gave one last look at the village I had come from and began to walk deeper into the island.


Now

The king looks different this time. His head is bowed and he holds it in one hand. His jewelled armlet is off, so are his grand clothes. In fact, if he was not sitting at the head of the room, against a silk bolster, I would not have taken him for royalty at all. When he looks up and sees us, I see deep wrinkles around his eyes and mouth. This is an old man who has been disappointed by life several times before.

‘I thought our royal orders were not to be disturbed,’ he says wearily.

‘Your Highness, this is the girl—’ blurts out one guard, while the other shoots a dark look at him and interrupts smoothly with, ‘We are extremely sorry to burst into your royal presence. But we thought you might be interested in this girl.’

The king’s eyes lazily flit over my figure and then go back to his guards again. ‘Now why would I be interested in this person?’ he says.

‘Because, your majesty, this is the girl, the girl you wanted to see!’ says the excitable guard, spitting a little in his enthusiasm.

I wonder if the king has really forgotten me and then glance down at myself. I am dishevelled, covered with grass stains and mud, my hair is probably standing on end, my eyes puffy with tears. I want to erase this moment, pull myself backwards out of the chamber, backwards through time so I’m sitting in front of the family hut again, rejecting this idea as a bad one.

The king sits up a little and looks more closely at me. ‘It cannot be,’ he breathes. ‘Was I dreaming and are you part of my dream? How do you walk so boldly into my tent when I have been conjuring you up by rivers and over mountains?’

‘Forgive my appearance, Your Highness,’ I say, shaking myself loose from the men’s grip on my arms. ‘I was not expecting to see you today either.’

‘No, I am not one to be fooled by fancy clothes,’ he says, although he clearly was, since he hadn’t recognized me at once. ‘I had just forgotten how … young you are. How pure. But why do you look distressed? Have my guards been giving you a bad time?’

I wonder whether I should mention the men in the woods, I want to tell him, I want him to leap out of his throne outraged on my behalf, I want him to treat me like I am delicate and fragile, even though I normally don’t care for that. But then, there are some men who don’t feel outrage at other men for touching, grabbing, groping, possessing a woman’s body, but turn their anger towards the woman, who they feel should have kept herself safer, stayed locked indoors like a string of precious stones. I don’t know which sort of man the king will be. It strikes me that I know so little about him. Maybe it’s better this way, because then I can pretend and attribute all good things to his character.

‘No trouble,’ I say. ‘My brother was injured not far from here and your men helped me get him to the healer’s tent.’ Try as I might, I cannot keep a quiver out of my voice when I speak of Chiro and the king is by my side at once, offering me a clean handkerchief from his own pocket. I mop my face, the cloth smells of leather and smoke, and look up into his eyes for the first time. They may be wrinkled but they are kind.

‘Ah, little one, love is a game that will injure all the players,’ he says softly. ‘I will say prayers for your brother tonight. I hope he is recovering?’ Then, turning to the guards, he said, ‘You may go but I want one of you to bring me a report on the boy’s health. Stand guard outside the healer’s tent and escort the boy to me when he is well.’

The guards leave without so much as a backward glance at me, and the king smiles widely. His teeth flash white against his very brown skin. I remember what the old wives say about this king – Shantanu – how, as a young man, he had a passion for wine and women, and how the river goddess herself fell in love with him. However, men cannot be with goddesses unless they’re willing to sacrifice greatly, and her condition for staying with him was that he was not to question her, even if she acted strangely. After the goddess left him, because of course she would leave him, the king became pious and noble, never indulging in the things he used to love so much, giving regular alms to the poor, having large prayer meetings every month, becoming, in fact, such a model man and king that the kingdom is now littered with several small Shantanus, his namesakes, their parents hoping their son might too become a man like the king.

He turns away from me as though he is reading my thoughts and offers me a drink, a sweetmeat, a place to sit down. I take the seat and sigh. He’s still standing, his back to me. ‘Little one,’ he says, half to himself, ‘could you be what I have been looking for?’

I want to tell him that I want that, more than anything. It is what I am here for, this man will be my husband. I am born of an apsara and a king, and I deserve nothing less than the finest kingdom. I can’t rule on my own, Chedi will never welcome me, an abandoned daughter, with open arms, so I have to settle for my own sort of battle.

I have been silent for a long time, but the king luckily takes this for modesty. He claps his hands and servants come in with trays of food, things I have never tasted before in my life – spicy meat in flaky pastry, sweets that raise a cloud of powdered sugar when I bite into them, fried snacks in the shapes of birds and castles. I am delighted and it must show on my face, because he gives a solemn sort of chuckle and says, ‘Oh, you are such a child yet!’

‘Your Highness.’ The guard has returned with his report on Chiro. He’s resting, we’re told, and cannot be moved. The best thing would be for us to stay on at the camp; word will be sent to our parents.

‘But is he going to live?’ I ask, forgetting that I cannot speak till the king gives me leave to. He doesn’t seem to mind though. The guard harrumphs and perhaps takes pity on me, because he says quite gently that the healer hopes that Chiro will make a full and complete recovery. I am so relieved I want to cry and sing, all at the same time.

‘Ah, the gods must have been listening to all of our prayers,’ says the king, giving me a little smile. ‘Have the women make up a tent for the lady and help her freshen up,’ he tells the guard. He inclines his head to me. ‘I shall make a call on you later. If there’s anything else you desire, do not hesitate to ask. My servants are at your service.’

I walk out of the tent with the guard following me. ‘He really is going to live, isn’t he?’ I ask him.

‘He’ll live, my lady,’ says the guard. ‘I have a young son myself. It’s miraculous how hardy they are at that age. Still’ – he looks at me with sympathy – ‘it is a shame what those other men did to him and to you. If they had not run away, the king would have had their heads.’

‘I’d rather no one knew about that,’ I say, quickly.

‘Please yourself, my lady, but men talk, especially men who have nothing to do.’ He indicates the noblemen, who are once again watching me walk towards the women’s section of the camp. This time their eyes are harder, more watchful. I am suddenly someone and so I need to be observed.


Then

My new life was not unlike my old one in many ways. I rose in the morning, washed my face, plucked a twig from a nearby miswak tree to run over my teeth with some charcoal and prepared a hot drink for myself and the old lady. Her name was Dvipaa, I called her Dvipaa-ma, and she was far kinder to me than the other woman who had held the title.

I came across Dvipaa after I spent the first night wandering around the island, stumbling through vines and trees that seemed to suddenly appear whenever I turned. Unfamiliar plants blocked my way as I tried to go back the way I came, and soon I was thoroughly lost. I had been hoping to make my way back to the river, perhaps find a sheltered cove where I could rest till daylight, when I intended to find the woman who had brought me here, but it seemed the island had other plans for me. As I moved forward over the path, new turns opened up in front of me, while older ones concealed themselves with grass and undergrowth. It was remarkably quiet, except for the sound of crickets; there were no large animal rustles through the weeds, no chack of night birds, not even any frogs that I could hear. Finally, when I was half-dazed with exhaustion, stumbling over my own feet, the path stopped and there in front of me was a pretty little cave, looking like it had been created for me alone. Perhaps it was. I was yet to learn that this island had many ways of dealing with visitors, or at least, with me, since no one else ever appeared the whole time I lived there. But that first night, I had no idea where I was, or if it was sorcery that was behind all this. The cave had a reed mat all ready for me, a sheltered overhang of ferns I could hide behind for privacy, and through a crack in the roof, enough moonlight filtered in to let me see what I was doing. I lay down on the mat, hoping to stay awake in case anyone should come, but in a few short moments, I was asleep, and didn’t wake up till the sun was high in the sky and an insistent koel called koo-oooh! koo-oooh! from a tree just above my head.

I didn’t realize where I was at first and lay there, looking up at the roof of my cave – for it already felt like ‘mine’ – for a moment. Then it hit me with delicious warmth. Of course! I had escaped my village! I was somewhere where no one cared about the way I smelled and – I sniffed my arm – it seemed like it was already subsiding. I hurriedly braided my hair, straightened out my clothes and stepped outside to gaze at the island.

It was full of trees and birdsong this morning, but the vegetation was nothing like I had ever seen before. A tall tree with leaves like needles stood by a shrub covered in bright red flowers. A creeper of jasmine wound itself round the top of my cave, while in front of it lay flowers shaped like cups attached to tall stalks. Ahead of me, I saw juicy red fruit with shiny skins hanging low as though beckoning to me. I laughed out loud with joy and ran forward to pluck a fruit and bite into it. The flesh yielded easily under my teeth, grainy and sweet, and I walked through the trees, eating it and looking around. Something was niggling at the back of my mind, some observation, although I couldn’t put my finger on it. Then it came to me as I looked at a sunbird dipping its beak into pretty white and yellow flowers that we sometimes used for worship. While my surroundings had a feel of serendipity, as though it was sheer luck, it definitely had been cultivated. I could tell by how orderly the flowers were, how certain fruit trees stood together, how carefully the grass had been tamed so it didn’t reach my knees, as you would expect, but only just my ankles, so that it felt like I was treading on soft sand.

And then, just in my path there lay a shiny jewel. It was bigger than the fruit I had just eaten, glimmering the same sort of red and catching the light so it threw off dancing sunbeams all around it. I ran over to it and grabbed it at once, feeling its peculiar warmth. And just ahead of it, I could see another one. Who was dropping all these precious stones? I forgot everything else as I set about collecting them. Dimly, I had a thought: if I could go home to my village laden with gems, I would be the richest person there. I would give a few to my father so he could recover the gold he sold for my treatment, and with the rest, I would build my own hut and take Chiro to live with me, paying the bride price when he got married. As for my own marriage, I hadn’t considered it, but if there was a man worthy of my great wealth, I’d think about it. Maybe I’d have enough money to not marry at all, and just be able to row my own boat every morning, and live my own life. The village was still home, you see, despite my cruel banishment, and I think I always saw it as somewhere to return to, no matter where I went. But what had changed was how I would return, it wouldn’t be a coward’s entrance, turning over to show my belly like some beaten dog. No, I would return with my head held high or I wouldn’t return at all.

I must have collected about ten or twelve of the stones in a fold of my sari which I held up like a sack, when the path ended abruptly by a small hut. And there, sitting right out in the open and combing what was left of her grey hair was the old woman.

‘Good morning, my dear,’ she said, without missing a beat. ‘I wondered when you’d be up and about.’

‘You knew I was here?’ I asked, all thoughts of riches flying from my head.

‘Of course I did.’ She sounded surprised. ‘The island told me. I trust it made you comfortable?’

‘Then these are your jewels,’ I said, disappointed.

She laughed. ‘Not mine, dear child, they belong to the island. I suppose it wanted us to meet and led you down to me.’

‘So I can keep them?’

‘Keep them for all the good it’ll do you.’ She went off into a gale of her funny laughter – hack-hack-hack – I wondered what was so funny and then realized that my lap felt queerly light. When I pulled down my sari, all the gems were gone.

The old woman laughed so hard, she got out of breath and had to hold on to the front of her chest, doubling over and gasping. ‘Oh – I haven’t laughed like that in a long time! Oh, your face.’

I was inclined to be a little upset at being laughed at, but the wind tickled my face again and even a nearby bird gave a chirp that sounded astoundingly like a giggle. I couldn’t be angry in this spot, mysterious as it was, even if it was filled with beings that mocked me.

She had recovered her breath by now, and began to run her fingers through her hair again. For a second, the air around her shimmered and her hair fell to her knees, now black as ebony, now gold, now the red of the stones I had picked up, now thick silver, running through her fingers like silk. Then she made a flicking motion with her fingers and the air stood still again, leaving her the old bent woman she was before – with wispy white hair and gnarled old fingers which she used to quickly put her hair up in a bun.

‘Sometimes when the island is feeling particularly loving, it gives me a treat,’ she told me. ‘Then I look as young as you are right now, and very beautiful, but who is there to see it? Only the birds and the trees. I have stopped with my vanities. I think it’s better we get acquainted with my true face.’

‘Is this island blessed by the gods?’ I asked, quite awestruck.

‘Yes – and no,’ she said. ‘But now isn’t the time to explain it. Won’t you have some breakfast?’

After that, I settled into a sort of routine with Dvipaa. She said I could use the cave to sleep in and asked remarkably few questions, rare for an adult. She didn’t want to know what explanation I had used to come away, or where my family thought I was. In return, she evaded all my questions. I couldn’t ask about the island – although I was longing to – or what she was doing there all alone, or where she went on her long mysterious walks every day. I had offered to go with her at first, but she refused so vehemently that the island threw up thorn bushes in a neat little circle around my cave.

On the whole though, I could live with this arrangement. I liked the way we lived, how the freshwater stream gurgled conveniently between my cave and her hut. I liked how each day there would be a new surprise for me to discover. ‘Gifts from the island,’ said Dvipaa-ma, and they really were gifts. One day, the fruit trees would change so I could feast to my heart’s content without getting bored, another day, I’d wake up to find my spare sari, which had always been rather ratty and old, transformed into a beautiful new one, on a third, I’d run out to find a perfect kith-kith square inlaid with glittering gems which I could play on. My favourite was a long swing that just appeared, right by the stream, and I loved it so much, the island let it stay, so it was something for me to do in the hot afternoon while Dvipaa-ma slept. But the afternoons were never that hot, nor the nights so cold, and her cooking pot must have been made out of the same magical material that the island was, because it was never empty and always contained a different food. I grew fat in the right places and sleek like a well-fed horse. Although I never had the urge to know how I looked now, once as I was walking I stumbled upon a field of strange pale reflective sheet-like rocks in which I could see myself as I moved. Sometimes the island liked to show off for me too, like a child clamouring for attention, and I always talked back to it then, I’d say, ‘Oh very clever, smarty!’ or ‘This fruit is delicious, thank you.’ I know it sounds stupid, talking out loud to yourself, but I really felt like the land itself heard me and appreciated it.

It wasn’t so much that I had forgotten about the Chedi kingdom and confronting the king there, it was just that the days seemed to have slowed down. As Dvipaa-ma kept saying, ‘Where is the hurry? Life will still be here tomorrow.’ And then, when I’d look at her doubtfully – for she was very old – she’d cackle and say, ‘I’m not ready to die yet, my girl. I’ll go when I’m ready.’

And then there was the smell. It had receded a bit into the background; Dvipaa-ma had all but lost her sense of smell, although her other faculties seemed as sharp as ever, and since it didn’t roll off me in great waves of odour, I ignored it. It was like an itch that I forgot to scratch. Still there, but not bothering me as much as it used to. When you have a toothache for a long time, after a while the fact of an aching tooth seems normal, as though you were born with a sore jaw. You learn to live around your toothache, bringing food only to the unaffected corner of your mouth, not drinking water that is too cold. The pain is dull and throbbing and constant, but it’s part of your body as much as your skin, so all your thoughts aren’t around your toothache any more. That was what the smell had become to me – part of who I was. Somewhere at the back of my mind, I remembered what Dvipaa-ma had said to me about fixing it, but maybe this was her cure, living on this island with her, doing as I pleased.

Some mornings, I would go down to the river to bathe, and then I could see my old village from where I stood. Once I even saw Chiro, and I waved frantically at him calling, ‘Chiro! Chiro!’ But he didn’t hear or see me.

That was the day I discovered the caves by the waterfall. Another path opened up where before there had been none, and I was suddenly at the centre of the island, a huge waterfall thundering above me and a low cave set on the slope over which it roared. I climbed up to the cave with some difficulty. The path was so narrow that I had to crawl into it, through a tunnel, and once the tunnel widened out, it was still only high enough for me to sit cross-legged. What I saw kept me there for several hours though; the cave walls were shiny and figures had been drawn on them – just the barest outlines of figures, but ones that kept moving and changing.

First, there were beautiful maidens in the water, then an old man with a bald head came to the river. Then one of the maidens swam to him and pulled him underwater. The figure of the old man appeared to curse her, she fell further and further, smaller and smaller, till she was a fish.

I watched till my eyes grew tired from watching, till the light outside grew dim and purple, till the little girl grew up, watched people move away for her, watched the mother kick her out of her house, watched her getting into a boat. I thought the drawings would stop then but they moved some more, showing a woman and a man with a crown on his head – a king! – showing the woman marrying the man, showing war, so many men dying, showing the woman again, standing alone in a palace, looking out over the river. ‘Is this me?’ I whispered, touching the woman in the drawing. She looked so alone. ‘Is this me?’ I asked again, and in response the drawings vanished, leaving me alone in a dark cave.


Now

It’s a long walk to the women’s side, and I am tired from the long day so my soldier escort and I do not say much to each other. I try to see if I can spot Baana but he is keeping himself hidden from me. By the time we reach the first colourful tent, my legs are shaking underneath me and it’s all I can do to keep standing.

A large woman dressed in a bright red sari comes out to talk to us. She’s wearing anklets that jingle and her round eyes are lined with kohl.

‘What’s all this?’ she asks the guard. ‘Have you brought me another dancing girl? I’m overrun as it is!’

The guard is embarrassed and so becomes gruff. ‘Be quiet, woman!’ he says. ‘This is the king’s special guest – Lady Satyavati. The king sent me to ensure she is taken care of. He will visit her later today.’

‘Will he now?’ The woman looks amused. ‘And a special guest, my, my. Yet, a special guest who travels without any luggage or servants of her own?’

‘Her brother is in the healer’s tent and cannot be moved,’ says the guard. ‘Now will you look after her or must I tell the king that Kaarika-bi will not tend to his guest?’

‘Oh, go away, Malla, you’re boring me,’ says the woman, who I assume is Kaarika-bi. ‘Come along, my lady. I will have to assign you some of my own servants, so they may not be what you’re used to.’

I am so tired I can barely speak, but I still have my tongue so I say, ‘Anything you provide will be more than adequate, I’m sure.’

‘Well, you don’t have much of a choice, do you?’

She leads the way to a smaller tent and waves to some passing women. ‘Here, Jhumeri, Laalika, clear out the storage tent and get some bedding into it. We have the king’s favour with us now.’ The women who have been idly beautifying themselves jump up and do as they’re told. In no time at all, the storage tent is cleaned up and a bed made up for me. I want to crawl into it and close my eyes, but force myself to stay upright as long as Kaarika-bi with her mocking eyes is watching me.

‘You go have a rest,’ she says. ‘You look like you need it, and young or not, the king is not going to fancy someone who looks like death. I will wake you up to dress you later. Do you have any other clothes?’ I shake my head, and she rolls her eyes. ‘Of course you don’t. Well, I’ll get my girls to gather their finery and see what we can do for you.’

I sleep for an hour, although it feels like a mere moment. By the time I wake up, it is dusk outside and the cows are lowing as they’re herded back into their pens. I lie in bed, wondering what exactly has woken me up – Kaarika-bi hasn’t returned and the sounds around me are peaceful. Then I hear a giggle and whispers going, ‘Shhh!’ and then a head pokes in to look at me. ‘Oh!’ says the head, surprised. ‘You’re awake!’

I nod sleepily and sit up. The head – attached to a girl who I take to be around my age – comes in and smiles confidingly at me. ‘We wanted to take a look at you.’

‘Who is we?’ I ask.

‘Mohini, Ila and me. My name is Paranjaa, but you can call me Pari. Everyone does. It’s easier to remember.’

Another girl slips in, this one a little younger than this Pari/Paranjaa person, and behind her an older girl who tries to grab her by the arm but fails. They’re all standing in a row, staring at me so I look back at them, taking them in. Pari is pretty – plump in all the right places, dimples dancing in her cheeks, a mischievous expression in her eyes. The younger girl – ‘Ila,’ Pari introduces – is about Chiro’s age and has a watchful expression on her face, which is as flat as a plate. Even her nose seems to have been set so that it would make the least angle, her eyes are large and tilt at the sides; she is busy looking at my my old sari tossed in the corner. The older girl is Mohini, as dark as I am, and sensual, her lips plump and full, her eyes sleepy when you first perceive them, but if you look closer you see a sharp look in the depths of their heavy lidded-ness.

They sit around me, examining me from all angles. Pari and Mohini are careful to drop their eyes when I look directly at them but little Ila is shameless, lifting my hair up to see how heavy it is, running a finger down my arm, saying very loudly, ‘She has rather small breasts, doesn’t she, Pari?’

‘Hush,’ says Pari uncomfortably, but I look Ila straight in the eye and say, ‘Some say women who take longer to blossom are the most beautiful.’

‘Well, the king thinks you’re beautiful and that’s all that matters,’ she says, grinning at me. ‘Are you going to be our new queen?’

I stutter and stumble over my words, and Mohini thankfully grabs Ila’s arm and drags her off my bed. ‘If you can’t be quiet, we’ll send you outside,’ she threatens, giving Ila a shake. Ila sits down, subdued, but is soon amusing herself by stringing together some beads on a thread.

‘We were told to make you beautiful,’ says Pari. ‘If you’d like, we can show you where to wash up? And we have some clothes for you.’ She indicates a bundle behind her that I hadn’t noticed. I let them lead me to a small clear spring, a little way from the camp, where Mohini assures me they can have water brought into my tent as well, should I require it. ‘In fact, maybe we should have done that now.’ She looks worried.

‘Oh no, don’t worry, I like the walk,’ I say. It’s good to be out in the open air after my stuffy tent, good to be in the company of people around whom I don’t have to pretend. They seem very young, probably the youngest three in the women’s camp, and therefore they have been sent to me. It’s probably an insult but I’m happy to have laughing girls rather than a sullen, sneering maid.

The water is so cold it makes me gasp but also wake up, and by the time I have washed my face and hands and rinsed out my mouth, I feel able to take on the world again. I’m also, I realize, extremely hungry, and again I’m thankful to have these three with me as I tell them this. Maybe being hungry isn’t ladylike? Kaarika-bi would know.

‘Of course!’ says Pari, delighted to be of service. ‘We’ll fetch you something hot to drink and some food. Go to the food tent, Ila, and ask for a tray.’ Ila is off like an arrow, while we three make our way back to my tent more leisurely. By the time we reach, the dusk has turned milky grey and someone has hung lanterns around the small room so patterns dance off the cloth walls and the interior feels like a fairy tale. Mohini indicates that I should sit down, and as soon as I do, she’s behind me with a wooden comb, pulling at all the snarls in my hair. Meanwhile, Pari is unfolding all the clothes and holding each one out to me for approval. I don’t know much about clothes so I go by her expressions – some she keeps her face averted from, as though they have a bad smell, others she cradles like newborn babes. I pick all the ones she likes and she smiles approval at me.

‘What will you wear now?’ she asks.

I’m about to say, ‘I don’t know,’ but I catch myself and swiftly change it to, ‘What is your opinion?’ Mohini has paused in her combing, but at my answer, she continues, humming under her breath.

‘I like this one,’ says Pari, holding up a silver-grey tunic, the colour of a rainy sky. The neck is embroidered with gems that shimmer in the light and the rest of it hangs straight down. Plain, but not ordinary. I have the first hazy sense about why clothes are so important. I want to put on the tunic immediately, no, I want to live inside it, build myself a tent made out of this tunic, it’s one of the most beautiful things I’ve ever seen. My reactions show on my face because Pari says happily, ‘It is lovely, isn’t it? The treasury presented Kaarika-bi with all sorts of clothes last time, but she told them she’d rather have the money so she could choose the clothes herself. She said old men who only thought about money wouldn’t know a good piece of cloth if it bit them on the bottom.’ Here she giggles and I laugh too, and behind me, Mohini lets out a very unladylike snort and that sets us all off so we’re rolling about on the floor holding our sides with the happy ache of it.

I’ve never had female friends before – I’ve never had friends – the other girls in the village are either too shy or too proud to talk to me, and I’ve never missed it. At least, I thought I never missed it. Now with the easy camaraderie that comes with being around people your own age, I feel buoyant, light and other sensations I can’t even begin to describe, except that my face is flushed with happiness, my eyes feel like they’re sparkling, and I can’t stop smiling.

‘I am glad you’re not all proud,’ says Pari. ‘I thought you might be, being in the king’s favour and all.’

‘I don’t even know if I am in his favour,’ I say glumly.

‘Oh, you are, to be sure! Kaarika-bi said you were, and she knows everything. Besides, why would he have you bed down here and ask for us to make you comfortable and come to visit? He never visits us! Kaarika-bi just sends some girls to dance for the rest of the men in the royal tent and they say that the king usually leaves about halfway through.’

‘Oh.’ I’m a bit puzzled, because why would the king have this huge crew of women attach themselves to his camp if he wasn’t even interested. I ask, and Pari shakes her head at my ignorance. ‘It’s not for him, silly, it’s for the other men. Kaarika-bi says if you have so many men together in the same place it’s like having a bucket of tomcats. Everyone will hiss and yowl and fight. The women are here to make the men … well, happy, I suppose. They don’t visit us. Kaarika-bi says we’re still in training, but Mohini’s almost done training, aren’t you, Mo?’

‘I’m sure the lady doesn’t want to hear all this,’ says Mohini from behind me, where she’s taking sections of my hair and braiding them.

‘No, I do!’ I say. ‘I’d like to hear all about it. We don’t get that many stories about all this where I’m from.’

‘Where are you from?’ Pari interjects, her eyes wide.

I make a vague gesture. ‘Oh, just by the river, a few kosas away. My father is the fisher king of our tribe.’

‘A fisher king?’ Pari makes eye contact with Mohini behind me and wrinkles her nose.

‘Yes,’ I say, forging forward. ‘He is very well respected.’ Unlike your fathers, I think but do not say. My voice implies it though, and there’s a hard little silence in the tent. I let it lie for a few breaths and then ask again, ‘So, you were about to tell me about the training?’

‘There is not much to tell,’ says Mohini softly. ‘We’re taken from our homes – usually poor families who cannot afford the burden of another mouth to feed – when we’re young, and given to one of the children’s homes that the king has installed all over his kingdom. It feeds and educates us, and eventually we find spouses amongst ourselves and live decent lives.’

‘That doesn’t sound such a terrible fate,’ I say.

‘It’s not, at least compared to what we had. We’re allowed to see our families if they choose to visit, but most families prefer to forget that they gave away their child. Pari there hasn’t seen hers since she was three, whereas my family all died of influenza.’

‘All?’

‘All.’

‘And how is it that you came to be here?’

‘The children’s homes have an understanding with various tradesmen, where they look out for talent. Some children go to apprentice under tailors, some others are marked as soldiers, and Kaarika-bi takes the promising girls.’

‘It’s boring in the homes,’ interjects Pari. ‘Same clothes, same food, same bedtime. With Kaarika-bi, there’s always something happening. There’s always someone to look after us, the other women are like sisters.’ She smiles at me and I smile back, happy that we’ve gotten over that awkward silence.

‘And we’re trained in the arts of keeping men happy,’ says Mohini. ‘We learn to dance, to sing, to cajole. Some of us receive separate training. Pari shows an aptitude for dressmaking, so she is learning to sew and embroider, whereas I am less talented on that front.’

‘She’s being modest,’ Pari tells me. ‘She’s the best dancer of them all. Kaarika-bi is very proud of her.’

I almost want to be part of their world, whisked away from the complications of my life, to do nothing but learn the happy art of being good company and sit around with women and giggle late into the night. As if she’s reading my thoughts, Mohini says, ‘And when we finish our training, men can pay to spend the night with us. They pay heavily for such a chance, and that money goes into feeding and clothing us. So, don’t envy us too much, my lady, for if I had a chance, I’d change back to being just a poor farmer’s daughter, ready to be married and raise some poor farmer’s daughters of my own.’ When I don’t – can’t – reply, she taps me on the side of my head gently with her comb and says, ‘There, your hair is done, you can put on the clothes now.’

I emerge from behind the sheet they have hung up for modesty in the grey tunic and matching trousers. The grey fabric clings to me like a lover, my hair is done in dozens of intricate braids, through which Mohini has threaded small pearls to gleam here and there, a style she tells me is called ‘starry night’. I look like a lady, like what they have been calling me all along, and for the first time I can truly believe in what I am here to do.

Marry the king.


Then

I was not prepared to see a man on our island, and so I dropped the fruits I had been carrying and a ripe pear rolled away from me and stopped at his feet.

It had been three full moons since I arrived at my strange new home, and everything felt like it was falling into place. Dvipaa-ma was teaching me about various herbs and she even trusted me enough to send me collecting every morning with a basket tied to my back. Of course, since the island kept changing, it was hard to say whether the same herbs would be in the same place, but I enjoyed walking, striding through large swathes of reeds, or perching at the edge of a mossy rock to peer at the bottom of it. Sometimes I brought home strange flowers, which I was praised for, but once Dvipaa-ma gave a screech and made me burn a whole pile of violently blue leaves for they were deadly poison.

As time went on, I grew wiser about my searches and learned to sniff at fruit, maybe take a little nibble and see if it reacted in my mouth, scratch the surface of a leaf and dab it on the underside of my wrist to see if it tingled, watch birds and squirrels looking particularly industrious and follow them to see what seeds they were eating. Dvipaa-ma taught me to tie my herbs together with a bit of dried grass and place them in the sun to dry, and now I had bundles all over my little sleeping cave, which had conveniently grown some shelves where I lined them up. My pillow was made of sweet poppies dried and mixed with grass and so my sleep was deep and dreamless. I also learned to mix some of the herbs with our cooking – some for energy, some for strength, some for sharpness of mind. I felt the healthiest I had ever been in my whole life. This would be the way I lived forever, I told myself, all thoughts of finding my birth family or going home forgotten. I would grow old and grey on this island. I also thought that Dvipaa-ma had simply wanted some company, which is why she told me she could cure my smell. It was evident to me that that was a lie, otherwise why would she never let me ask? There was probably no cure, but on this island, none cared.

And so, settled as I was, feeling old beyond my years and already running a house – well, a cave, but that counted all the same – I was startled to see that I could still be surprised. A man on our island. And such a man too. He was probably some sort of sadhu – he had wild hair and long matted beard. The beard, flecked with grey, went down to his chest which was bare except for a cloth he laid across one shoulder. His dhoti was saffron, surprisingly bright and clean, and he had a string of beads wrapped around his fingers. He looked at me and seemed amused, although it was hard to tell through all that beard. He bent down, picked up the pear and held it out in his hand, offering it to me.

I couldn’t decide between running to warn Dvipaa-ma that our island had been discovered or chasing him off myself. Dvipaa-ma may know magic but she was old and had recently been coughing in a rather disturbing way that caused her small, shrunken body to almost lift itself off the ground. In fact, just before leaving for, the day’s herb-collecting, I had made her special tea to ease her aches a bit, and she had fallen asleep quite soon afterwards. I hoped a rest would make her feel better. As unmotherly as she was, she was still my only companion.

Thus decided, I faced him, chin up, trying not to show how much my knees were knocking with fear. ‘Who are you and what do you want here?’ I said boldly.

‘I should ask you the same.’ He had a deep, rumbling voice and his cheeks rose like little round apples when he smiled, which he was doing, even though his voice sounded grave.

‘I live here,’ I said. ‘This is my island, well, mine and … one other person’s, and I order you to leave it at once.’

‘Can anyone really own a piece of land?’ he asked, musingly. ‘Especially one as sacred and magical as this one?’

‘Well, we were here first.’

‘The cry of all our human ancestors, no doubt.’

‘Look, I don’t even know how you got here, but as you can see, it’s occupied, so maybe you could go find yourself another magical island where there aren’t any people.’

‘That’ll be difficult.’ To my dismay, he made preparations to sit down, and began to extract a long pipe from where it was tied to his shoulder cloth. ‘You see, my dear girl, there aren’t any other magical islands. I should know. I made this one myself.’

I blinked at him. I hadn’t considered that this island, my island, could have been a man-made thing. For me, it was a gift from the gods, which one I did not know, so I included them all in my prayers every evening. Could anything as precious and glorious as this have come from the mind of this rather scary-looking man with his bushy beard and his eyebrows as fat as caterpillars?

He lit his pipe and took a long pull at it. ‘Now that I seem to have stopped your questions, shall we admire the river in silence? Look how lovely she is, with the setting sun gleaming off her waves. Look at the village in the distance – how nice it looks with the last rays of light on the thatched roofs. That’s your village, isn’t it, Matsyagandhi?’

By this time I was unsurprised that he knew my name or where I had come from since, no doubt, he was a very great magician, so I nodded, still standing.

‘Do sit down,’ he said. ‘Be companionable. You are my guest, after all. Do you want this pear back?’ I shook my head. ‘It looks delicious. Pears don’t grow on my side of the island.’ He bit into it, eating it in two quick mouthfuls, and tossed the core into the water. Then he wiped off the juice from his beard, and without looking at me, patted the sand next to him. Cautiously I sat down, but at some distance from him. The river did look beautiful, I decided, and if he stayed on the other end of the island, then I didn’t have to see this strange man very often. I could avoid him as adroitly as I avoided Dvipaa-ma when she had some task for me that I didn’t feel like doing.

I was wondering how to tell Dvipaa-ma of this addition to our island but she came crashing through the bushes herself, as though I had summoned her. She stopped short when she saw us.

‘Oh, it’s you, is it?’ she said crankily to the man.

‘Dvipaa! And how is your health today, my dear?’

‘As if you care about my health. My cough has kept me up all night, nothing will soothe it. I could die here all alone with no one to care.’

‘You’re not alone. You have this lovely girl, Matsyagandhi. And you have me.’

She shot me a dark look. ‘I’ll deal with this lovely girl later. As for you, as long as you have your meals on time, you don’t care whether it is I or a ghost who serves you.’

‘Now, now,’ he said, mildly. ‘I walked all this way to enquire after your health.’

‘Fat lot of enquiring you’re doing,’ she said with a snort, ‘sitting here watching the sunset. And you!’ She spun towards me. ‘There I wake up, sick and alone, hoping to be tended to, and the pot is cold, the fire is out and you’d vanished! Ungrateful girl! Was it for this I taught you everything I know? So, you could turn your back on me?’ It seemed I was doomed to be called ungrateful by every woman who tended to me. What was a “grateful girl” I wondered briefly, what did gratitude look like – tending to someone without even being asked? Not questioning orders? Being placid even when something didn’t agree with you? Because that sounded a lot like being a servant, if you asked me.

‘Peace, Dvipaa, peace,’ said the sage, breaking into my musings. ‘It looked like she was heading back to you when I encountered her. It was I who made her stay a little. I have so little company, sometimes I get greedy for it. I am sorry you had to suffer.’

I nodded vigorously. ‘I was just coming back to you, Dvipaa-ma! Here, look, I even found some pears that I was going to give you because you said you couldn’t bear to eat any dinner.’ I stood up and gathered up my basket again. ‘I don’t even know who this person is. I certainly didn’t want to talk to him, but he said he made the island.’ I chuckled and shook my head in an imitation of elders in my village when they wanted to convey how unbelievable something was.

‘Just like you to show off,’ said Dvipaa-ma, sneering.

‘Just like you to not tell the girl about me.’

They were bickering in a very familiar way. I wondered … but no, this sadhu had to be at least twenty or thirty rains younger than the ancient Dvipaa-ma. He caught my eye and smiled at me. ‘Since Dvipaa isn’t making introductions, allow me to introduce myself. I am Sadhu Parashara. I already know who you are, of course, Matsyagandhi, and what brings you to this island.’

‘That’s because I told you about her, stop acting so mysterious,’ said Dvipaa-ma sulkily, sounding no older than I did.

I wasn’t sure how to react to this Sadhu Parashara. He must have been a very great sage, with lots of magic and will power to be able to create all this. Was he Dvipaa-ma’s grandson? Great-nephew? How did she come into this? There was some signalling going on over my head, the sadhu raising his eyebrows and nodding in my direction, Dvipaa-ma pretending to look away till finally she lost the battle of wills and said wearily, ‘This is my husband, girl. Oh, stop looking so surprised. The island makes him look young, and as I said, I have no use of such vanities.’

‘Dear Dvipaa.’ Sadhu Parashara leaned forward and dropped a kiss on her wrinkled cheek. ‘I don’t know what I would have done without you. And whether you’re eighteen rains old or one hundred and eight, I still see the beauty in your eyes.’

‘Oh, go on with you,’ she said, but I noticed her blushing and smiling as though she was a young bride, an almost grotesque expression of coyness on her ancient face. I turned away, not used to seeing affection between two adults like this.

‘On this island, Matsyagandhi, we love as freely as we like,’ said Sadhu Parashara, who seemed to be reading my thoughts. ‘After all, the great god Kama invented love, and we honour him every day by living it. Even Lord Shiva, the great ascetic, was not free from the coils of love, and if he cannot resist, who are we poor mortals to try?’

When put like that, it made sense, and when he reached out for my hand, I willingly slipped it into his palm, feeling our fingers entwine. He took the basket from me and smiled down into my eyes. ‘You and I are going to be great friends. And now, Dvipaa, since you cannot come to me, I have come to you. How about giving me a meal before you send me on my way?’

It was one of the best meals of my life. Not because the meal itself was memorable; the cooking pot was magic but could only work with what you gave it. With Dvipaa-ma sick and only me to do the scavenging, our choices were poor: yams and some sort of sorrel leaves, a sprinkling of some of Dvipaa-ma’s precious salt on top, and some of my equally precious dried fish from my rapidly dwindling supply tossed in for flavour. It was a simple meal, but I remember eating seconds and thirds, and getting up ever so often to refill the sadhu’s bowl; Dvipaa-ma had a poor appetite when she was ill.

My own family was accustomed to eating in silence, my father fed first, then my brother, rapidly on my mother’s lap, then finally, my mother and I ate; needless to say, she did not make conversation with me. On the island, Dvipaa-ma had sometimes been so silent that I used to look up from my pot to see that she had left the fire and gone to bed, without even letting me know. Of course, sometimes that silence was broken by her immense belches and flatulence, but they sounded somehow sad and faraway, as though they didn’t belong to her body.

Sadhu Parashara (‘Call me Parashara,’ he said winningly, after I had served him) on the other hand, was all about making our meal times lively. His voice rang out over the usually quiet woods as he told stories of the things he had done, the places he had seen, the gods whose favour he had won. Sometimes he would put down his bowl and use his two hands to make giant leaping shadows that became different things – a wolf once, or a cow, or a dancing girl. I was so transfixed I couldn’t look away, and when I finally glanced back at him, funnily enough, he looked younger than I remembered, not so old and intimidating at all. His beard was darker, his eyes bright and full of fun, his smile wide, and I found myself drawing closer and closer to him, till I was sitting by him. He put one of his large hands on my knee and smiled down into my face and I could have burst with happiness just then.

‘That’s quite enough,’ came Dvipaa-ma’s sour voice, cracking like a whip between us. ‘You can go. Girl, see to the fire and then bring me some tea. I tire watching you two fools – one bewitching, the other bewitched.’

Was I bewitched? I shook my head to clear it and then glanced at my new friend, who looked a bit crestfallen. He saw me noticing, and shook his head too, very gently at me, as though to say, ‘Never mind her.’ He picked up his things to go, and I felt a small sinking in my stomach as he walked away.

I was quite cold to Dvipaa-ma when I gave her her tea, placing it down in front of her with enough force for some of it to spill and then looking off into the distance when she tried to look at my face.

‘Oh, go to bed,’ she said finally. ‘You’ve been taken in by that man and there’s nothing I can say about it that will make you feel differently. Be careful what you wish for though, girl. Is this the destiny you choose?’

‘I choose to go to bed,’ I said haughtily as I walked off. Behind me, I could hear her cackling laugh, which soon turned into a cough.

The next day, Dvipaa-ma sounded a lot better when I went to check in on her and even managed a papery smile when I gave her the pears she had scorned the night before.

‘And what will you be doing today? Some more collecting?’ she asked, after I had swept her garden up for her and arranged flowers in front of her idols.

‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I got quite a few herbs yesterday and I don’t think we’re low on any of our supplies. If you don’t need me, I might go for a walk on the far side of the island.’ That was where Parashara told me he lived, and I thought if I strolled by, I might see him again. I said this all quite casually, but Dvipaa-ma was too smart for me.

‘Oh, the far side, is it? A new-found curiosity to explore this island?’ I nodded, looking away from her. ‘You may as well go and see him,’ she said with a sigh. ‘He said to send you this morning anyway. He has a few things to teach you, and I have given you as much of my wisdom as I could.’

‘Nonsense,’ I said happily, preparing to leave. ‘I plan to learn from you for many years yet, so I hope you are not quite done with your lessons.’ I waved at her and set off, running through the trees. As always, the island opened up pathways for me that I had never seen before. I was never afraid of being lost while I was here. I even stopped to pick a few plums and collect a shiny stone I saw glistening in the grass. I’d ask Parashara what it was, I decided, and then I’d ask him for more stories. I hadn’t realized how lonely I was; it was all very well to leave your family, even if they did hate you and treat you badly, a person still needed to talk to other people. At least, I did. I didn’t know how all those holy men did it – cutting themselves off from the whole world – I wanted people in front of me and around me, and yet, I wanted a space I could retreat to when they got too much. Would I ever have that, I wondered, as the sun beat down on my head and I began to sweat from an uphill climb – would I ever be able to have an island and have people around me, all at the same time?

Finally, I was on the other side of the island. A huge lake lay in front of me, and the path cut through a cliff, going uphill almost vertically till it became wider and led to what I could see was a cottage. The climb was steep and often slippery, but I found stones to cling on to and resting spaces here and there where I could stop and catch my breath. By the time I reached the top, I was exhausted, but I felt refreshed as soon as I gazed out in front of me, the whole island looking small, much like a doll’s playground. I could just about see the top of Dvipaa-ma’s hut, and I wondered how she made this climb every day to feed her husband.

‘Hello!’ called a voice, and I whirled around to see Parashara standing by a well next to his hut in just his dhoti, waving at me.

‘Greetings, O Parashara,’ I said, hastily mopping my sweaty brow with the corner of my sari. ‘I was just having a rest.’

‘It is a hard climb, isn’t it? But I find the view so charming I couldn’t live anywhere else on this island.’

‘I was wondering how your wife does it every day.’

‘Dvipaa is stronger than she looks,’ he said. ‘And so are you, I suspect. Come up by the house and let me fetch you a cold drink. I have not much to offer but the well water here is the sweetest you will ever taste.’

He looked even younger than he had the night before. Apart from a few grey hairs in his beard and wrinkles by his eyes when he smiled, he almost looked a young man. His back was very straight, his belly looked firm and his eyes bright and alert. He noticed me noticing him as he pulled the bucket up, the muscles on his arms tightening as he pulled, and he smiled and said, ‘The island makes me as young as I feel, and after meeting you last night, young lady, I feel very young indeed. Do you like the way I look?’

I blushed and mumbled something about his looks being fine enough, and he smiled again, those funny apple cheeks of his rising up over his moustache, and gave me a tumbler of the water, which was indeed the sweetest water I had drunk. He made me finish the whole glass (‘it’s good for you’) and I handed him the plums, which he placed on the grass carefully as though they were eggs.

That first day with Parashara stayed in my mind for a long time. I kept going back to it, turning it over in my mind. It was just … a perfect day. We wandered over the hill for a while, pausing to look at the river as it lay in front of us like a long looping ribbon. He could make bird calls from the back of his throat, and as he did, an inquisitive mynah stopped and walked close to us to see who was talking his language. Parashara told me a story about how the world began and how the ocean was churned, and explained the world to me, how it moved through the cosmos with the help of the gods, how there was an earth, a sea and a sky, and how these had to work together. I remember too what he said about our future, that the world had to be cleansed for a new yuga to descend, the worst age mankind had ever seen but one that was necessary.

‘I suppose it won’t really matter to us,’ I said, yawning a little. ‘I’ll still be here on this island.’

‘Will you?’ His eyes had a strange faraway expression. ‘Fate is a funny thing, my dear. It leads you by the hand and takes you where it wants you to go, and you have no more control over it than a blindfolded child.’

‘Well, I can decide to not leave this island, can’t I? Besides, I’ll likely be dead by the time this new yuga comes about. It has nothing to do with me.’

He looked at me a little oddly and seemed about to say something, but he stopped himself and stroked my cheek instead. ‘When Fate comes to take you by the hand, all I ask is that you don’t resist.’

Later, when I turned to go as the sun started to set, he said casually, ‘Why not sleep here?’

‘But all my things are in my cave!’

‘So, go back tomorrow and fetch them.’

‘Fetch them? You’re making it sound as though I should move here.’

‘And why not? You have spent three moons here, all with Dvipaa, who is very capable, yes, but she cannot aid your education as I can. And yes’ – seeing my face – ‘you do need an education. Everyone does, but especially you, if you want to realize your destiny.’

‘I can’t just leave Dvipaa-ma,’ I said, feeling guilty at how elated I was by the prospect.

‘She’ll probably be happy to be on her own again,’ he said. ‘That’s all she’s ever wanted – to be left in peace and quiet. Now, if that’s agreed, I can show you where to sleep.’

He made up a nice bed for me with a reed mat and rushes on the porch, and said he wouldn’t be far away if I needed him. I snuggled deep under the sheet he tossed over me, for it was a cool night, and watched him as I drifted off to sleep. In the moonlight, he looked younger than ever; his beard was now just a small line of hair across his chin, his hair long and wavy, his skin smooth.

‘I can’t believe the two of you are the same age,’ I said sleepily, and he laughed with his young man face. ‘Don’t think about it,’ he said, and I took his advice and fell asleep happily, the smell of the smoke from his pipe playing a lullaby across my face.


Now

His Majesty hustles into the tent, and if ‘hustle’ is not a kingly term, at least it is fitting, because that’s how he huffs and puffs inside, as though it was a matter of some urgency. Some courtiers follow behind him; I recognize one from earlier in the day, a sad-faced man with a drooping moustache and a thin crimson mouth which also turns downwards. The girls flutter, Kaarika-bi is all solicitude, offering drinks and waving her plump fingers so that there are dancing girls everywhere, two to a man, pulling them down to various bolsters and rugs that seem to have appeared as magically as they have. In a matter of seconds, the place is filled with soft laughter the women have and the jingle of their anklets; one woman is in the centre of my small tent, plucking on a long, stringed instrument while two others prepare to dance. One of the dancers is my new friend, Mohini, and I crane my head past the gauzy curtain that Kaarika-bi has put up around me so I can see her moves.

‘Now, Your Majesty, if you’d just step in here, you can be alone with the lady,’ Kaarika-bi says in low, soothing tones, as she lifts up a side of the curtain to let him through. ‘My girls will entertain the men for as long as you need.’

I wonder if he’ll try something, whether I’ll need to scream, whether anyone would hear me if I did. I hear my father’s soft voice in my ear telling me to do what I have to do. Anything I have to do. When I think of my father, I think of my brother, and that decides me. I pull the soft scarf over my head and my front so that I look smaller and more vulnerable, and as he sits and Kaarika-bi retreats, I kneel in front of him.

‘Your Majesty, my brother…?’ I ask, putting all the emotion I feel into my eyes and my face. I know my lower lip is trembling and my eyes are huge and filling with tears. It’s funny, because even though I feel all these emotions – they’re not from a false place – I also feel like I’m acting the part. The Distressed Sister. So sad and alone and lost. I’m watching myself from afar, and my mouth is twisting up into a smirk at my theatrics.

He sits down heavily on the mattresses which served as my bed just a few short hours ago. He does not look at me; instead he takes off his shoes and stares sadly at his feet. Then he does look at my face, and he takes my chin and lifts it so he can inspect my eyes, my nose. I’m surprised he doesn’t push my hair away from my face so he can see my ears, or ask me to open my mouth to examine my teeth. I keep my eyes cast downward – hard when someone has your face in their hand – and eventually he lets me go.

‘Do you know how to massage feet?’ he asks, and without waiting for my reply, waves his foot in front of me. I have done this before, a lifetime ago, for an old woman and her feet full of calluses; I’d worked out the knots as I laughed or sang or listened to her stories. But now something tells me there will be no storytime, and my heart is heavy as I take his foot and move it between my palms.

‘Ah,’ he exhales softly, and I look up to see him closing his eyes and tilting back his head. He looks tired and I feel sorry for him, even as I hate him for taking so long to answer my question. As though he reads my mind, he says, ‘The boy is resting and Medhira feels he will make a complete recovery.’ I let out the breath I didn’t know I was holding and pummel at his feet with new energy.

‘That’s good,’ he says, sighing, and then, ‘We had word sent to your home so they would not worry. You may rest easy on that account. We also sent some game for your village, feeling they may tire of fish.’

‘Oh, we could never tire of fish,’ I say but then notice he’s smiling to himself. He’s made a joke. Probably the first one he’s made in ages, so I laugh to make him happy. It comes out a little stilted – heh-heh – but he smiles wider anyway. After I have finished one foot, I begin on the other. He’s not a man of many words, my future husband. He likes quiet when his feet are being massaged. He has delicate, dark hollows under each eye, little pouches that seem like they would be grateful for soft, scented fingers to press them gently. His nose is beaked and stern, some veins across it broken, his eyebrows gather like thick tufted insects and form peaks around the hill of his frown, which is there even as he relaxes.

I do a thorough job with his feet, mostly because I’m not thinking about them. My mind is racing years ahead, seeing myself as queen, with a crown and grand clothes, ruling over a kingdom, justly and compassionately. They’ll call me the People’s Queen and I’ll walk among them and they’ll fall to their knees, kissing the corner of my sari as I press coins on them all. The king does not figure in this fantasy at all, but he’s quite old, so maybe he will be too decrepit to interfere with me much. So busy am I in my imaginings that I toss my head a little bit and then smile kindly down at one fantasy urchin who is begging me for just a little bread. I reach out and pick him up and surely my prime minister remonstrates, saying, ‘Majesty, he is a street rat,’ and I say grandly, ‘Who among us would not be a street rat if we had nothing?’ and I cradle the child to me and…

‘It’s not easy being royal, you know.’

I start and look up to find the king is looking at me, amused.

‘I’m sure it’s not, Your Majesty,’ I say.

‘I was watching you just then. You looked like you were faraway and dreaming. What dreams do you have, pretty girl?’

I blush, a real blush this time, his voice is so low and wanting. ‘Nothing,’ I say. ‘I wasn’t thinking of anything, Your Majesty, except sitting right here with you.’

This time he laughs and tweaks my ear as though I was a child, not someone he wants to bed, and he says, ‘Remember your name is Satyavati, girl. That’s probably what makes you terrible at lying.’

I simper and move my hands away from his feet. ‘Is that good, Majesty?’	

‘That is.’

We sit in silence for a moment and I hear the loud laughter of the men just outside.

‘You know what I want, don’t you?’ he says, gripping my wrist. ‘I want you, girl, all of you, your young body, your delicate feet, I want to lay kisses on the lotus of your navel and show you worlds you’ve never seen before. Will you come with me? I haven’t felt this way in a long time, and I will reward you handsomely for it.’

‘Your Majesty!’ I stand up, push his hands from me, back up against the corner like I’m afraid and outraged.

‘Surely this is not a surprise, Satyavati,’ he says, standing up too and advancing towards me.

‘Oh, is this what you planned for me, Your Majesty? A great and noble Kshatriya such as yourself? Maim a girl’s brother so you can defile her? Shame on you!’

He backs away at that, just as I knew he would. Funnily, as I’m saying the words, the words my father gave me to say, I’m actually feeling them, I’m feeling the very epitome of a modest, outraged maiden, all a-quiver with virtue.

‘I will shower you with riches,’ he says softly. ‘Your fortune will change.’

‘Is that all you think a girl’s virtue is made of, O King?’ I ask, scoffing. ‘Gold pieces? Will my gold care for me in my old age, will my gold give me a child – a legitimate child? Will my gold make up for the shame of my father when he knows what his only daughter has done to his name?’

‘Is that what you worry about? I could have you marry one of my courtiers.’

Now I’m really getting angry. Why is he being so dense, so slow to grasp the point?

‘No, Majesty,’ I say. ‘I will not bed you nor marry one of your courtiers. If you wish to have me in your chambers, you will have to marry me.’

There, I’ve said it.

The sky doesn’t explode into mocking laughter, as I feared it would. Instead, there’s a lull in the noise outside as well, as though everyone has been listening to us and is waiting for the king’s response.

‘Impossible,’ he says, making a sour face.

‘Why?’ I ask. ‘I know your wife is gone. I will make you a good wife. I may not be a goddess but they are cold beings in your bed or out of it, I’ve heard. My family are fishermen, that is true, but they are only my foster family. In truth, my parents are divine themselves, divine and royal, or so my foster father tells me.’

I have the story all ready; my father made me tell it back to him several times so it sounded like fact, even all the pretty details he had woven into it. It was a true story now, something that had really happened, something of which I was proof. But the king doesn’t ask to hear it. Instead he sighs and sits down again, cradling his head in his palm.

‘I can’t marry you,’ he says, almost to himself. ‘But how I want you. Must you make me suffer?’

‘I am not trying to make you suffer, Majesty. I am only making it fair for myself.’

‘You do realize as my subject you are duty bound to serve me. No? Ah, I thought that would get you, girl.’ He stands up again, draws himself to full kingly height and flicks his hand at me in a get-down gesture. When I don’t move, he barks out, ‘It is customary to kneel before your king, else you could be whipped for treason.’

I don’t like his voice now, and his mouth looks cruel, his eyes shiny and bright with some inner madness. Still, with my back against the giving wall of my tent, I kneel, not taking my eyes off his face. My legs are trembling, and it feels good to sink to the ground. In two strides, he is next to me, he is lifting my face roughly, his hand goes to the top of my tunic and he tugs at it with force. I hear the fabric tear but I don’t look down at it, keeping my eyes on him the entire time. He lets go of my face, reaches out for my bare shoulder, fondling it with slow, even strokes. I can hear the soldiers again, feel them pushing me to the ground and holding me down by force, and before I can help myself, I let out a little whimper.

It’s as though he’s coming back from a dream. I see reason flood into his face, followed by horror at what he has done. He pushes himself away from me so violently that I drop to my palms on the floor.

‘Forgive me, oh, forgive me,’ he says, straightening out his dhoti and heading for the curtain that separates us from the men. ‘Can you forgive me when I cannot forgive myself?’

I’m still shaking from the encounter but I find my voice. ‘Majesty, with your permission, if my brother is well enough to move tomorrow, I would take your leave to go back to my village. My parents might be anxious for me.’

I want to go home, I realize suddenly. I want to be away from all this. What I really want is to go back to my island but that will never happen, no matter how hard I look for it. I’m homesick for a place I can never return to – isn’t that the saddest thing in the world? But I’ll settle for our hut in our village, my mother’s voice calling to my brother, my father’s heavy tread at the end of the day, combing my hair out as I sit on the soft sand and sing to myself.

He’s already gone, the king, out through the curtain, without even so much as a backward glance at me. I hear my father’s voice as he talked to me last week – was it only last week?

Do you want to be queen, Matsyagandhi? You have to really want it, deep inside your soul. Kingdoms will be changed for this, family dynasties overruled. If you don’t want it, then all the coaching I give you will be of no good. But remember this, you are a princess, daughter. A princess by birth and a princess through me, your foster father. I rule over this village much as the king rules over his kingdom, so you are no less than him, no less than his son. Take that knowledge with you, it will hold you well.

And I hear myself answer him, whisper yes, my true answer buried inside me, where it will be buried for the rest of my life. I don’t know.


Then

The first time I was ever aware of a man’s gaze on my body was actually when I was much younger – only eight rains old – and had just had my first growth spurt. I was never a pretty, winsome child, and growing taller had also made me grow thinner so my face was all eyes and teeth, like a monkey’s. It was the last day of the river festival, and my favourite. We’d all get dressed up and go in several bullock carts to pay our respects at the big temple in the closest town. The carts had been hired almost a month before, and in the last two days, the women of our village made them lovely – carriages fit for the gods – draping flowers everywhere they could, adding little patterns. And when the bulls came, they were washed and their horns painted with bright colours so they looked the noble creatures they were supposed to be.

That year, my mother didn’t make me stay to keep an eye on Chiro; instead she was almost kind, pinning flowers to my hair, making sure my sari was creaseless, telling me to hurry so I could get a good seat. I think she was happy that day, my mother, because everything seemed to make her smile, and she hummed under her breath as she dressed herself and the two of us. I had never seen her like this before so I lingered by her, watching, till she laughed and told me, ‘Run along, dear, or the carts will take off without you.’ Dear. I hugged the word to me like a gift and took off across the sands to the carts, which were just filling up.

My father wasn’t used to keeping an eye on me, so once we reached the town I skipped along with some other children from the village, under the general supervision of some of the older matrons. I was never the sort of child who other children like; it wasn’t that they disliked me, they just didn’t understand me. They kept a polite distance, and soon I found I was no longer with my group and in the middle of a crowd of strangers who pushed me along with them. Bewildered, I had begun to look around for any familiar face when a pair of hands pulled me out of the crowd and I found myself blinking at a strange man’s face.

‘Lost?’ he asked me, and when I nodded, he shook his head.

‘It’s always the way. One or two lost children at every festival. When will people learn to hold on to their children?’

He was an old man; of course, I was very young and to me everyone looked old, but he seemed older than my father and younger than the oldest man in our village, a man who claimed to have seen eighty rains. But his eyes crinkled at the corners as he looked down at me, even though his mouth turned down sadly. I had no reason to distrust him; people had generally been kind to me my whole life, people who were not my mother, and so I stood by him as he scratched his chin and considered our options.

‘Do you remember which village group you came with?’ he asked me.

‘Of course!’ I said indignantly. I was after all eight rains old, not a complete infant. I told him the name, and he said he had overheard some people from my village saying they would meet in the courtyard behind the temple before it was time to leave.

‘I’ll take you there,’ he said, and held out his hand. I had no reason to question him so I slipped my palm into his. So much time has passed since that long-ago day but I still remember the feel of his square hands, slightly rough, so hairy that the tips of my fingers were tickled.

He took me to the courtyard as promised but it was empty. ‘They’ll be here soon,’ he said reassuringly. ‘Why don’t we have a seat and wait for them?’

He dropped to his haunches and pulled out a rolled leaf beedi which he stuck between his teeth, inhaling with a long hiss as he lit it. And turning to me, he said casually, ‘You’re a pretty girl aren’t you’ – with no inflections at the end of his sentence. It came out as a statement: You are a pretty girl. I stood still, not knowing what to do with the tone of his voice, flat as before but also now raising its hackles a little like a dog that’s not sure what to do with you.

His eyes snaked over me, not even stopping for one second on my face, and instead, lingering on where the sari wrapped across my chest, the swaddles around my still-childish hips, the arches of my feet. He held out his hand again, the one not holding the smoking beedi, and because I didn’t know what to do with my new distrust, I allowed him to tug me closer to him, till we were face to face, his yellow eyes narrowing at me as he smiled a strange smile.

‘Are you ready for marriage?’ he whispered, so low that I could feel his breath against my chin. I didn’t reply and when he asked me again, I shook my head. ‘No? Not ready for marriage? Some people like the full blooms, but I, I like the buds.’ And just like that he stretched out his hand, the same hand with the hair and calluses on the palm, and he slipped it under my sari so his fingers lay against my beating heart. I squirmed to get away, and he seemed to find this amusing; his grip grew tighter while his fingers on my chest probed all the way from my chest to the dip of my navel.

‘Let me go,’ I managed to whisper, tears swimming in my eyes, and then I heard the welcome sounds of my father’s voice, always stentorian, echoing across the courtyard. ‘Father!’ I called, and twisted till I was free of the man’s grip. ‘Father, I’m here!’

The man let me go but not immediately, not before pinching one of my nipples so hard that I gasped, and as I jumped, I saw the lit tip of his beedi fall on my sari and burn a perfect hole in it. As soon as I was released, I ran to my father, who patted me on the head, too distracted to notice that I was weeping, that my sari had all but fallen off my torso. ‘Don’t run away again,’ he told me. ‘We’re almost ready to go.’

I wanted to tell someone about what had happened, maybe my new sympathetic mother, but when we returned home, she was sitting all alone in a darkened hut, blood all over her legs and thighs, which she seemed insensible to as she wept.

But this is not my mother’s story, it is mine, and so I will not go into lost hopes for babies that never were, or the face of a foster daughter as she prepared a small plate for her mother, who pushed it away and wished herself dead as the child inside her was.


Then

On the island, Parashara grew younger-looking every passing shade, till he finally stopped at a few years older than I. I expected some big, magical transformation but he was just Parashara, still Parashara – one hundred and eighty rains, give or take a few, only he looked no older than a callow youth of sixteen. He wasn’t very handsome, his nose was too thin, his eyes slightly too close together, but he had a lovely smile which I could finally see, because this young Parashara had no beard and the merest hint of whiskers. I saw too the way the muscles in his arms moved as he brought in chopped firewood, or shrugged rocks with his shoulders to clear a path, or taught me to hold a bow and arrow – young, supple arms, hands that were ready for all life had to give, not old, wrinkled and liver-spotted.

Oh, he wasn’t handsome, but there was something about the way he’d look up and smile suddenly at me. His smile was like a spark in a waiting pile of kindle – it took a few moments but soon it lit up his whole face. Sometimes he’d sing to me, and I took to following him around to hear his imitations of bird calls or his made-up songs about a girl whose face was more beautiful than the moon’s.

How can I tell you about falling in love when I know so little about it myself? Could you really call it love if one person knew what they were doing and the other didn’t? Could you call it love if the person you fell in love with was not your husband? Could you call it love if it was just a young girl worshipping an older boy who she followed around like a pet followed its master? Could you call it love if the young girl was not yet thirteen rains old, not yet bleeding, and the ‘boy’ was so many years older than her that her small decade of being alive was a drop in the bucket for him?

One day, he sat down by a tree and looked up at the sky. I was only a few footsteps behind, as I usually was, and I soon caught up, sitting next to him, tilting my face back to see what he found so absorbing. There was nothing there, so I settled for looking at him, the line of his throat, the curve of his mouth, wondering, as I always did, what this strange fascination was that held me. I had brushed his old face from my mind, thinking of that person as a stranger, as the old Parashara, while this one was my friend and companion.

‘Stop staring,’ he said, but with a smile in his voice, and I blushed and began to pick at the grass. His hand came over mine, stilling it. ‘Easy there, my restless sparrow. Look up, use your eyes.’ I looked again, and there, wheeling in the sky, was a falcon, probably looking for prey.

‘Now, heed me,’ he said, and began to chant a low mantra under his breath.

The falcon veered in the sky and I saw it pause, talons stretched out, sensing us, trying to fathom what sort of a threat we posed. For a long while it just stayed there, steadily hovering in the air, while Parashara waited patiently. ‘Say it again,’ I said impatiently, and he shook his head at me. ‘She’s our new friend, she’ll come when she’s ready and be our servant for life. Let her enjoy a few moments of being no man’s slave.’

He was right. Baadal came down to be conquered and tamed, catching us bits of wild game, always close enough to keep an eye on us, gentle as a deer when we stroked her, or around the other little wild creatures Parashara tamed for my amusement, but as terrible as a, well, falcon when she needed to be. I often think back on what he said then – Let her enjoy a few moments of being no man’s slave – because I think that’s how he thought of me. A wild creature who he murmured to and soothed, and whose beating fate was held between his hands, ready to do his bidding.


Now

Mohini, Ila and Pari line up in front of my bed, looking at me sadly.

‘What?’ I ask, but I know already that the king isn’t going to let me go home till I have bowed to his wishes.

‘We’ve been asked to amuse you,’ says Ila, bouncing a little on her small heels.

‘I do not wish to be amused.’

‘A game then? I have a set of chaupar,’ says Mohini, holding a box out in front of me temptingly.

‘I have no desire for games.’

They look at each other despairingly and then Pari says, ‘How about stories? I know many from the seamstresses.’

‘I am not to go home, am I,’ I say, bowing my head.

‘His Majesty would prefer you to stay,’ says Mohini, but her tone is very, very gentle and she sits next to me and takes my hand in hers.

‘Shh,’ she says, as I lie down, head under the covers. ‘It won’t be so bad. He is a kind man. Give him what he wants and you shall want for nothing.’

‘It is not nothing that I long for,’ I say.

‘What is it, what is it you want?’ asks Pari, joining us on the bed and looking at me sympathetically.

My voice is low but the room is quiet and they all hear what I say: ‘I want to be queen.’

There is such profound silence that I am tempted to look up and see if they’re still there, but then Ila gives a cough and it breaks the moment. And Pari takes up the stroking of my hair and she begins to talk as though this has never happened.

Once upon a time, she begins, there was a king called Mahabhisha.

And Mahabhisha was very godly and prayed hard and made many sacrifices so that when he died, he went straight up to heaven, freed of the circle of rebirth, unlike the rest of us. And when he got to heaven, Indra, king of the gods, had a big welcoming dinner party, with golden plates and all sorts of nice food, to celebrate his arrival.

Pari!

What?

Don’t make heaven sound like your aunty’s house.

If I knew what my aunty’s house was like, I’m sure it would be equally grand.

That’s not how we talk about gods.

Very well, I’ll try again.

So – where was I? Yes, Mahabhisha went up to heaven, and was invited to Brahma’s court – is that solemn enough for you, Mo? Yes? Good! – where all the gods were present. Also there was the goddess Ganga, young and lovely, because she lives in Brahmalok, and she always has, since the great god Vishnu made her appear through a hole at the end of the universe.

Mahabhisha just could not take his eyes off the goddess Ganga. Everyone else there worshipped the Lord Brahma, creator of us all, but here was this saintly king dedicating his entire devotion to the river goddess. She was lovely, yes, but you don’t go to Brahmalok and ignore the god who is sitting there on the throne in front of you.

And then, the most amazing thing happened. A little stray wind, a little stray mischievous wind, came in and blew her clothes awry.

No, Ila, I don’t know what she was wearing, but I imagine it wasn’t very much, if a little wind could make her so naked.

Well, she was a goddess, so I suppose she could wear what she liked.

All the other gods continued to pay respect to Brahma, pretending that nothing had happened, but Mahabhisha, poor fool, was so overwhelmed, he could only stand there staring, his mouth open like a carp – oh, what now, Mo? I suppose I can say whatever I like about a king, if I’m not insulting the gods? Do you want to tell the story? No? Then let me continue.

Brahma noticed and grew so incensed that he cursed Mahabhisha to be reborn as a mortal. Mahabhisha, poor, poor fool, at least had the presence of mind to pick which parents he’d be born to, which Brahma agreed to. The second part of the curse was that he, as a mortal, would be left deeply emotionally bereft by Ganga.

Anyway, so Mahabhisha came back to earth, to new parents, and was reborn as our own king Shantanu, long may he rule.

Yes, you do well to look surprised, my lady. People’s past births are so important, and yet, no one spends enough time talking about them. Of course, for ordinary people like me, our past lives are probably much of the same, but I wonder who you were before you became this person. It’s interesting to think about.

Shall I continue? All right.

Our king Shantanu was once hunting by the river when he came across a beautiful maiden. It was the goddess Ganga! The king was no more immune to her charms in this life than he was in his previous one, and persuaded her to marry him. She agreed, if and only if she was never questioned about the things she would do.

Blind with love, the king married her, and soon they were expecting their first child. How the kingdom celebrated when they heard of the birth of a son, and how they mourned when they heard the son had died. Six times this happened, six times the child – to all appearances, a healthy baby boy – perished. But how?

It turns out Ganga was taking her children one by one to the river and drowning them, and Shantanu, mute in the face of her conditions, couldn’t question her. Yes, drowning them, the poor innocent babies – sons who would have grown up to be princes.

When her seventh child, another beautiful son, was born and she walked down to the river with him in her arms, the king could bear it no more. ‘Stop!’ he cried, and he may have called her names: witch, heartless mother, monster. And she looked at him sadly, so sadly! Because she knew it was time for her to leave him.

She left, taking with her the baby, who she returned in his twelfth rain, and he became our prince Devavrata. He is ever so handsome and trained in the art of war by heavenly teachers.

And that is the story of our king’s marriage.

‘Wait,’ I say. ‘Why did she kill the other babies?’ I am so drawn into this tale, I have been sitting on the edge of my seat, even though the story of the king’s previous marriage is not new to me.

‘She was cursed to rebirth the Vasus, another noble family, after she ruined their worship. The six children she bore were all the Vasus, who could rejoin heaven after their mortal ordeal.’ Pari has her chin propped up on her fists as she lies on her stomach, dreamily telling the story, and her face keeps the same faraway gaze as she says, ‘It makes you wonder though. Was it really such an accident that Mahabhisha happened to see the goddess naked? Was his curse his own fault or something that had already been planned for him by the gods? After all, Brahmaloka is our creator’s domain and even an errant breeze has to answer to him.’

I ponder over this but before I can answer, there is a man at the door, looking at us. ‘His Majesty is here,’ says the man, pompously. ‘You girls should make yourself scarce.’ They get up in a flurry but I hold on to Mohini’s hand.

‘Wait,’ I say. ‘I need you here.’

The pompous man looks as doubtful as his thin eyebrows and impassive face allow. ‘His Majesty might not like it,’ he says, and I realize he’s not looking directly at my face. In fact, he’s keeping his eyes well over my head, and this, oddly enough, gives me confidence. If this man, emissary to the king, is already treating me like a noblewoman, who he can never look directly in the eye, then I am entitled to a few airs and graces.

‘His Majesty surely will not care if I have my maids with me,’ I say. ‘Otherwise, how will I offer him something to eat or drink?’

He is about to argue but then we hear hoof beats and the low drum that a boy always beats to ensure everyone knows where the king is at all times. I’d like to be able to sneak up on people so I can hear what they’re saying about me and my rule, but maybe the king feels this is the best way.

I’m still thinking about the story as he comes in. The beautiful maiden, the besotted king. The babies, soft and plump and drowned. I wonder how he ever recovered from it. His eyes look sadder than ever as he enters and looks at me – sad and full of longing.

‘My lady,’ he says, very properly, and bows his head. I am on my feet and I sweep low to the ground upon his arrival, my palms pressed together.

‘I have good news for you, Satyavati,’ he says, his face still drawn into melancholy lines. ‘Your brother has recovered and they are bringing him to this tent, for you to take care of him.’

‘Your Majesty is too kind,’ I murmur. ‘But perhaps my brother would be better served at home so we do not impose upon your hospitality any longer.’

‘Enough!’ At least I have stirred some emotion in him. His eyes flash cold temper at me. ‘You will leave when I tell you to leave. I have provided all the comforts you could desire over here. Must you be so ungrateful as to toss my hospitality in my face?’

‘I meant no offence, Your Majesty,’ I say, bowing even lower. ‘I just do not wish to be a burden.’

I can’t see his face but his tone softens. ‘You could never be a burden, lovely Satyavati. Just having you here, it’s as though I am bathing in the loveliest stream, or as if I’m on top of a high hill, feeling the first fresh air of the rains against my skin.’ He reaches out a hand to me, and I let myself be pulled up against his chest. He’s wearing a tunic over a long gold dhoti, and I feel the embroidery on it, stiff and scratchy on my cheek.

‘Do you feel how my heart beats for you? It goes faster, as though I am ten, twenty years younger.’ His voice is a low murmur and the hair on the back of my neck stands up.

And just like that, he is kneeling before me, and someone squeaks behind me; I think it is Ila, who still can’t sit on her emotions as the rest of us do. ‘Your Majesty, do rise, what are you doing?’ I ask, reaching for him. And he finally smiles at me, his eyes crinkling at the corners, and says, ‘I am an old man with not much to give you except a kingdom and my soul. You asked if I would make you my wife, I am ready. Will you make me your husband?’

Breathe, breathe. Don’t look him directly in the eye. Say what your father told you to say.

I can even hear my father’s voice: When you get the offer, because you will get the offer, thank him for it. And then say these words.

I make my mouth form the words, my voice squeaking a bit as I begin, at the audacity of it. Will it work? My father thinks it will. But what does he know? ‘Trust me,’ says my father’s voice inside my head. ‘Trust me, and go to your destiny.’

‘Your Majesty, I thank you kindly. Your offer is truly generous.’ I take a deep breath, gulp and start talking again. ‘But I must think of my children, Your Majesty. Yours and mine. I will make you fine princes, but will it be fair to them to be denied the throne because I met you after you already had a son?’

The king is looking up at me, his eyes wide with amazement. I know without looking around that the girls are looking at me with much the same expression. How dare I – and yet I do.

‘I will marry Your Majesty if you make my sons the heirs to your throne. Your name will live long over the ages. Our sons will be perfect princes, groomed by you from the day of their birth, and they will be fine kings when the time comes to take over from you.’

‘What are you asking me, woman?’ he says, and his voice is agony.

‘I am asking that I be named queen, yes, but also that our line lives on, first in line to the throne.’

He is rising fast, up off his knees. For a moment, I think he will strike me, his face is so full of anger and sorrow.

‘Foolish girl! It is unheard of! I cannot deny my son the throne!’

‘Then I ask to be excused from your kind offer,’ I say, my voice trembling. So close, I’m nearly done. ‘There can be no further discussion on it.’

He looks me in the face, long and hard, and then without a word he is gone, and I am left alone in the tent, the girls vanishing as soon as he does, not wanting to be left alone with me and my wilfulness.

Here’s what I’ve learned in my fourteen rains on this earth—being a wife to a king will bring you some power, but being a mother of kings, that will bring you all of it. And I’m greedy, if I can’t have my life the way I want it, then I will have this one, where no one will ever question my existence again.


Then

When Parashara’s desire finally made its demands, it felt like it was a long-awaited guest. How long had I watched him, stood next to him, been held in his arms as he stroked my hair, sending electric currents through my body, causing a tingling between my legs, raising goosebumps on my arms? At night, right before we went to sleep, he’d make me lie by him on a raised platform he had built on the trunk of a tree so that we could look at the stars, and he’d point them out to me and tell me how he had learned the history of men through those faraway lights beaming back at us.

I admit I didn’t think of Dvipaa-ma much, she’d even stopped coming to serve her husband his meals as she used to. Parashara assured me she was fine on her own and I left it at that. She was his wife but she was old and haggard, and she seemed as far removed from us on our side of the island as my parents were, sitting in their hut on the riverbank. I didn’t really miss her much, except when I’d hang up my herbs, the supply I had collected here and kept replenishing. Parashara, for all his wisdom, thought little of herbal lore, calling it a ‘thing for old women’, and he would not admire my lovely plants, carefully laid away for sickness or extra bursts of energy. Unknown to him, I had also been dosing myself with a herbal concoction drink, that all the women in my village used to know, every afternoon to bring on my womanhood. Sometimes I felt Parashara only saw me as a little sister or daughter or even a great-granddaughter, and I wanted to make myself known to him with all the feelings that had lately made me so confused within my own skin. But even as my thirteenth rain drew in, I stayed stubbornly childish – narrow hips, flat chest, with not even a hint of my waist bending and curving; it was as straight as a young sapling.

This was when I missed Dvipaa-ma, missed another woman, anyone to confess to, anyone to admit kinship with my body and say that the same thing had happened to them, and not to worry because it would be fine.

On the morning of my thirteenth rain, when the shower woke us up from our slumber outside and sent us running for shelter, I felt something pop inside me as I moved, a new wetness I was suddenly aware of … my limbs felt like they were moving through molasses though I tried to speed them up, the small of my back ached in a new, peculiar way. I got to the hut before Parashara and stood shivering, my arms clasped around myself. He followed behind me, a strange expression on his face.

‘Change your clothes and wash yourself,’ he said to me in a brisker tone than he had ever used before. I looked questioningly at him and he gestured to my sari and turned to walk out of the door again. I saw blood all over the bottom half of my sari, dyeing the white of the fabric to a thin pink where it had been washed out by the rain. There was so much of it, for a moment I thought I was dying, before I recalled that this was what I had been hoping for.

I managed to clean myself with whatever store of water we had and wrap another sari around my body. My mother used to place old rags within each other and tie them to her waist under her sari to catch the blood. I remembered this from watching her dress and so I tore up one of my three saris to make myself the same loincloth. My body ached, my stomach was a low growl of distress, my back sending out shiny spiky darts of pain that made it hard for me to bend or move. Dvipaa-ma had a certain tincture of herbs for her back and leg aches, and I thanked her again in my mind as I moved among my herbs, pulling them down and mixing them together with a little honey so I could swallow them whole.

When I left the hut, shy as a new bride at facing Parashara again with this knowledge that my body had changed, transformed during the night, he was nowhere to be seen. Instead the island nudged me, throwing up a path like it so often did. But this way was nowhere near as inviting as the other ones it made for me; it was edged with spiky plants, and all around it, the ground seemed arid and dead as a desert. I walked down it, feeling sharp rocks poke at my feet till I came to a windowless hut. When I tried to turn back, the thorn trees grew tall and blocked my way, so I understood that I was to stay there. Every time I moved even a little away from the hut, the thorn trees waved at me threateningly, growing in front of my eyes into such a dense and tall forest, I couldn’t see over them.

In this prison, I spent five days. The hut had been planned well – I found fresh rags to replace mine every morning, a place to hang the washed ones, a water pot that stayed full no matter how much I used from it, and a pot with rice gruel that also never emptied, dictating my diet. I lay there under the straw roof and tried to figure out why Parashara didn’t come for me. Had he sent me away? Had I done something wrong by wishing to be a woman? Perhaps he only had room in his heart for the little girl. By the third day, my bleeding stopped, but the thorns stayed firm, and it was only on the morning of the sixth day that the path opened up again, this time lined with sweet flowers and dancing butterflies as if the island was offering an apology.

I ran through the grass and the path and up to the hut where Parashara was cutting some firewood, and I stood before him.

‘Why did you send me away?’ I asked, my chin jutting out and my hands on my hips. ‘Why did you not come for me when I was in that awful place?’

‘You have returned then, my little bird?’ he said, dropping his axe and turning to smile at me. ‘And what did you learn?’

‘I learned that I hate gruel, I hate that hut, and I hate that you didn’t find me.’ I might have stamped my foot at him.

He just watched me, the same smile on his face, his eyes amused as he took in my anger.

‘The road to womanhood is filled with thorns,’ he said. ‘And it is good that you got used to the real ones so early. There are other thorns that will look like velvet but will cut you even more sharply, before you even notice them.’

I sat down on a tree stump and watched him cut wood for a while. His words didn’t make much sense to me but he often said things like that, enigmatic pronouncements that seemed to fly over my head. My understanding was that one day I would be able to examine them, as though they were tame winged insects that might land on my open palms, but that day had not yet come. But through the exhaustion I felt – for the five days had been long, hard ones – was also anger, a very slight anger, rage in its infancy, but still there, like a little spark of a flame. It was the first time I had felt anything other than joy and contentment on the island, and I wondered if my new feelings had anything to do with my new womanhood as well.

Later, after he finished his chores and I finished mine and it was twilight and a dim blue light painted our faces mysterious shades, he sat next to me and took my hand in his.

‘So you’re a woman now, my little bird,’ he said, stroking my cheek with his free hand and looking at me kindly, so kindly that my throat clenched with a sob; it was such a relief to be here and be next to him and to be spoken to. I didn’t know what to say so I kept looking at him, and perhaps this was the right thing to do, for he sighed and lifted my face and kissed me full on the mouth, biting down on my lower lip as he reached for me and pulled me closer to him.

Maybe I shall never have those feelings again, and so I want to relive them. The hot melting that started from the core of me and spread out so it was impossible to sit still, the way he lifted my sari away from my body and touched with feather lightness the tips of my nipples, the way his hand crept lower and the noises I made then. The way he made me lie, fully naked, on the grass, the wind feeling like another lover. The way his lips dipped and spread me, the way he looked when he got on top of me at last, after I bucked against his fingers, the feel and the tear and the rip of it, how it hurt, how it all hurt, even as he kissed my eyelids and told me it would be over soon, how I tried to grit my teeth and keep from crying out, but I couldn’t help it, it felt as though I was cleaved in two, and when I looked up at his face, he wasn’t looking down at me at all but away, and in the moment of his climax, I saw his face change and he was an old man again, his beard brushing my chin, his skin wrinkled, his hands on either side of me liver-spotted and I wanted to scream just looking at the way a sliver of saliva started making its way out of the corner of his thin old man lips – I wanted him off of me, but he just kept going till his hollow-cheeked face contorted, his ancient face, his skin dripping off him like molten wax. In that moment, he looked down and caught my eye, and I could tell he knew what I was seeing, because he held up a hand and I had to wait for him to finish before he rolled off me and placed his hand on my stomach, which I didn’t dare look at but I knew by the feel of it that it was limp like old parchment, the bones fragile and close to the surface.

And then he reached up to kiss my face again, and I saw that he was a young man once more, his eyes bright and loving as he looked down at me, but I shrunk a little from his touch. I had seen what was behind the curtain, you see, and my eyes refused to pretend they hadn’t.

He came to me again and again for the next few weeks. I turned away from his caresses, now I wanted nothing more than to hide from him, not follow him around any more, but he was still giving me lessons as though nothing had happened. I almost dreaded our classes now, because there’d be a moment of stillness and silence, and he would edge closer and slide his fingers across my waist slyly or try to kiss my neck. I wasn’t being coy, I just didn’t want to have his body on mine, and when he realized that, he made it clear to me that I had no choice.

‘You did enjoy it last time,’ he told me. ‘Am I not a good teacher in these matters as in everything else?’

I had to admit he was. It wasn’t like the pain was unbearable, it wasn’t like that for a few moments I had felt something I never had before – a climbing, a reaching, a sense that my insides were all dissolved.

‘I am here to teach you,’ he’d say, and reach for the one knot of my sari that could unravel the whole thing. Once he dragged me towards him, he taught me to touch him, and ignored my shudders, to hold his heat in my cupped palms, to put him in my mouth, and these felt less like violations than when he insisted on being inside me, turning me around, thankfully, so I never had to look at his face in the moment of transformation again, just the grass in front of me, a wandering beetle, an ant, all occupied with their own worlds and without a thought for mine.

When the moon began to wax again, I decided to tell him quite firmly that I had had enough of these lessons. I felt quite sure he would listen, and if he didn’t, I planned to run away back to Dvipaa-ma’s side of the island. She would keep me safe and away from Parashara and his appetites. So when he reached for me, I said, ‘No,’ and he looked down at me, one of his eyebrows quirked. I noticed that of late, his youthful looks seemed to be wearing off. He had grown a short beard, and now as I faced him, I saw that it was stippled with grey. Normally, he was very particular about appearing young for me but it was as though it was no longer as important for him to create that impression.

‘Tell me something, bird of mine,’ he said, sitting down to face me and taking my hands in his. ‘Did you not come to this island to seek a cure for your smell?’

I nodded reluctantly, not sure which path he was leading me down with this.

‘And since our lessons in love begun, have you noticed if you smell more or less?’

I lifted my arms up to my nose, sniffing, and then had to admit I hadn’t noticed the smell at all lately.

‘Nor will you,’ he said. ‘That is my gift to you, the lesson you had to learn to become a woman. Not only do you not smell repugnant, you smell wonderful now, even though you don’t realize it. Your breath is roses, your hair gives off the aroma of jasmine, even your feet smell of the most precious flowers. That will be something you can take with you when you leave.’

‘When I leave?’ I asked, startled. ‘I’m not going to leave.’

‘You can’t live on this island forever,’ he said, and then reached for me. ‘Come, let us make the most of it while we can.’ That was the last time he would take me, and the first time my anger grew, from its baby stage to a full-blown grudge. I was staring at his face this time, the face that grew old in its moment of release, and I forced myself to keep looking, so he’d have to make eye contact with me and notice the hate in my eyes. For the first time, he looked away before I did.

Later, sleeping next to him, hearing him snore, I decided to leave his side of the island. I would go back to Dvipaa-ma, back to quiet days and quieter nights, punctuated by her sharp words or her belches or her snoring. I thought of her affectionately. Dear Dvipaa-ma. I wondered if she’d be very cross with me for leaving. I wondered if she’d comfort me now.

It took me longer than I’d anticipated to walk back, perhaps because the island kept trying to make me turn around and return to its creator. I passed some landmarks twice or thrice before I corrected my mistake, and in the end, dawn was breaking over the river by the time I spotted my old cave dwelling, a little overgrown in the months I had been away.

I ran towards it, dropping my bundle, and kissed the ground in front of it. Home, I was home, and no one would make me leave. I’d stay long enough that Parashara wouldn’t be able to send me back even if he wanted to, because I’d be as much a part of the island as Dvipaa-ma was. The three of us would stay here forever, till I was as old as they were, and I wouldn’t have much to do with Parashara. I did not want to touch him or be touched, Dvipaa was his wife, she’d do for that, I would take the mantle of a hermit, free from life’s sins and joys. He wouldn’t – couldn’t – force me once I’d decided that.

‘Who’s there?’ called a croaking old voice, and I ran out of the cave to see Dvipaa-ma staring at the entrance with milky eyes. She looked even older than I remembered her, bent over double, her voice trembling, her thin legs shaking like dry branches.

‘Dvipaa-ma, it’s me!’ I said, and went to take her arm. She let me guide her to a seat and sat down and examined me as I knelt by her feet.

‘I should have known it was you, smelling like a whorehouse,’ she said.

I self-consciously sniffed myself again. ‘Parashara said it was like the perfume of the finest flowers,’ I said slowly.

‘Humph. Give me the smell of a honest day’s work than flowers,’ she said, and put her hand on my head, pushing it so I was looking right at her.

‘And what did you have to do for those flowers?’ she asked, and I blushed.

She continued to hold my gaze.

Finally: ‘I see.’

‘I’ve come back to stay with you now, if I may,’ I said.

‘Oh, I have no objection,’ she sighed, and stood up again. ‘It’s not up to me, however. You should have gritted your teeth and borne it, girl, for if he has no use for you, you will not have a home here.’

‘He hasn’t sent you away,’ I said pertly.

‘Who do you think makes sure he’s fed and well, and who do you think took care of him all these years? I am his wife, you are just a child washed up on these shores. He needs me more than he has ever needed anyone else, and you would do well to remember that and use your words around me with respect.’ She walked off then, leaving me blinking after her in the sun.

Although I was afraid he might, Parashara did not come after me. I missed him, more intensely than I cared to think of – the sudden moments of laughter of the time when we were friends, the joy of listening to him explaining the way the world worked, the way he sometimes told me we had done enough work for the day and took me exploring across the island. I didn’t know how an island so small could hold so many hidden pockets, and later I realized he must have been creating them for me – a place where sweets grew from trees, one where the grass seemed to yield under our feet so that when we jumped, we were sent high in the sky, to be set back with a bounce again, another where the rabbits were as big as horses and he taught me how to ride, digging my fingers into the soft fur behind the rabbit’s ears, making it turn by pushes of my feet.

With Dvipaa-ma, my days were as I had left them – long and silent. She didn’t even make that many remarks any more, and often when I went for my meals, she would be lying down and refusing to eat. I grew used to it. After waiting on her, I’d sit by the river and gaze across at my village, my old life, wondering where they thought I’d gone, what stories my mother would tell to explain my absence. One day, maybe if Parashara forced me to leave, I’d go see my real father, I’d whisper to myself, but it felt false to me, like I was telling myself a story. My rage was back inside me, contained and tame, like a pet. Far away from Parashara, I was almost able to take joy in the island once more.

‘Have you become a woman yet, girl?’ Dvipaa-ma asked me that question when the moon went from being round and full in the sky to a mere sliver again. I was holding her tea, handing it to her whenever she reached for it so she could take delicate little sips.

‘Oh yes,’ I said. ‘There was a hut Parashara made me go to, it was like a prison.’

‘Did he take you after or before?’

‘After, almost as soon as I returned.’

‘At least he does not violate a child.’ This said very much to herself, and then, ‘What did the moon look like when you last bled?’

‘Rounder,’ I said, glancing up. ‘Rounder, and flatter on one end.’

She shook her head. ‘I suppose it was inevitable.’

‘What was inevitable?’

She reached for her tea and waved me away, and I walked off to dip my toes in the river and then went to bed, not very concerned about her.

The next day, I was woken up by Dvipaa-ma when the sky was just beginning to lighten and the moon still hung, unwilling to give up control of the night.

‘Wake up, girlie,’ she said, and her voice was almost tender. It scared me so I quickly brushed the sleep from my eyes and sat up.

‘It is time for you to leave the island,’ she said, her eyes sad.

‘No!’ I said. ‘Why? Why are you making me leave?’ I began to drag myself backwards, as though I could escape her and hide so that no one found me.

‘Stop that now,’ said another voice, and Parashara appeared.

‘Don’t make me leave,’ I pleaded. ‘Don’t make me.’ I swallowed and reached deep inside myself for the anger, pulling it out of me and throwing it on the floor so I could say what I said next: ‘I’ll do whatever it is you want. I’ll be a good wife to you, just as she is.’

He looked at me with infinite kindness. ‘I do not need another wife.’

‘Well, your servant then. I’ll be your servant.’

‘I do not require a servant.’

I stopped trying to crawl away and instead went to him and threw myself at his feet, gripping his ankles. ‘Please, please, please,’ I said. I was crying so hard, the sand underneath my face clumped and stuck to my cheeks. I hated myself just then, this piteous mewling creature who had no self-respect. I hated myself more than I hated him.

‘You need to go back, little bird,’ he said. ‘It is not I who wish it but the gods. They need you to fulfil your destiny.’

‘I don’t want a destiny!’

‘You can’t choose the fate that is written on your forehead.’ He bent down and lifted me up gently, ignoring my flinch at his touch. ‘Nor can I tell you what that fate is. It will be to your liking, however. You will never be a fisherwife’s drudge again. That much I promise you.’

‘But I’d rather stay here.’ My throat was raw from sobbing and the words hurt as I choked them out.

‘This island will not be forever. Nothing is. But you can leave something behind.’

I looked at him with hope. Maybe leaving something behind would be a way of returning. But he seemed to guess my thoughts and shook his head. ‘No, you will never see the island again. But your son will live here as long as I do.’

It took me a few seconds to respond. ‘I don’t have a son.’

Dvipaa-ma came forward and pressed her hands to my belly. ‘Yes, you do.’

In front of my shocked eyes, my stomach stretched and expanded till it was high and proud, as though I had a pumpkin under my skin, seeming to throb as I looked at it. I began to scream – loud piercing sounds that didn’t seem like they emerged from me, setting wing across the hush of the island.

‘Quiet. Quiet! Quiet!’ Dvipaa-ma slapped me across the face and I stood there, looking down at my belly and holding my face, all that I loved and trusted turning into nothing but sand before me.

‘Little bird,’ said Parashara, reaching for me and holding me against his chest. ‘Little bird, you have trusted me before, and I ask you to trust me now. I will do you no harm, and indeed, this act will do you good.’

‘How?’ I asked, moving my face away from him. The feel of his hands, cool and a little dry against my skin made goosebumps rise up where he touched me. I wanted more than anything else to retreat quietly somewhere where I could deal with all of this without these people, these demons, these false idols I once loved, in front of me.

‘How? Why, you shall have a great and noble son, of course. A son who will be very important in history to come.’

‘But I am not even married.’ I looked up at him, tears still streaming down my face. ‘Unless we are married now, Parashara? Are we?’ I would not have put it past him to wed me without letting me know.

He glanced at Dvipaa-ma standing behind me and began to say something before he stopped and shook his head. ‘No, little bird. Your destiny doesn’t lie with me. Our chapter in your story is over.’

‘But how can I leave now – unmarried and with a child?’

‘Of that, have no worries. You will be unmarried, you will be as you were before, and your child will stay here with us, his father and his mother.’

I ran my hand down my belly and felt the questing foot of something inside. I felt nothing for it, not even curiosity, not even wanting to name it. I didn’t think my baby, I thought the baby, the son that was to come out of me. I thought how awful that he was conceived, how awful he has already made my life.

The pains came shortly after, rocking me with their force … nothing in the world had ever hurt so much. My narrow hips felt like they were being broken, all of me inside out. I screamed and screamed till even my throat could take no more, and then with a great feeling of relief and a sharp cry that wasn’t mine, the infant was finally born and held in Dvipaa-ma’s lap as she dabbed my forehead.

‘You did well,’ she said, and set the baby down beside me as she went to fetch Parashara. I could see him from where I lay – he was a good baby, quiet, except for his first wail, and I saw his soft hands clench and release at the air, his head turning, looking for something – me? – as he made little snuffling noises.

I couldn’t bear to love him so I turned my head away. He was the blood sacrifice I made.

Parashara came to sit by me as I lay there, my eyes almost closing, and he stroked my forehead while Dvipaa-ma cleaned me.

‘Almost done, little bird,’ he said, and smiled. He was old again, his face wrinkled and lined, his beard even whiter than before. I glanced at his face and looked away.

‘You would not have me pretend on the last day we know each other?’

I shook my head. I was tired, so tired. I wished they’d go away and let me sleep.

‘You are ready to go home now,’ he said. ‘When you return, your village will not remember that you left, only that they are glad you have returned. You will rejoin your life and the destiny that is waiting for you.’

‘What if’ – my lips were cracked and dry so I licked them and tried again – ‘what if I don’t want a destiny?’

‘You have the greatest destiny of them all whether you like it or not,’ he said. ‘You will be the mother of kings, founder of a great house. Look out for it, for Fate will reveal herself to you. She doesn’t come open-handed but as a shadow you spot from the corner of your eye.’

‘How will I know?’

‘You will know. There, that is my last promise to you. When the time comes for the path ahead of you to be crossed, you will have no doubt of it.’

Dvipaa-ma brought the baby to us. ‘Your son,’ she said to me. ‘Would you like to hold him one last time?’

I shook my head. ‘I don’t want anything to do with him.’

‘Ah, now, don’t be hasty.’ Parashara took the baby himself and moved the cloth so he could look into his son’s face. ‘You will need him one day, even if you don’t now.’

‘What use will I have of a child?’ I asked, sitting up and drawing my knees to my chest.

‘He will not be a child when you need him. He will not be a child for longer than this hour. The potion I will give you now will also make a man of him. We will call him Dvaipayana, island-born, and a nod to his other mother.’

Dvipaa-ma reached out and stroked the infant’s face, her toothless mouth turning upwards in a smile. She looked like a doting old granny and I was suddenly sick of the sight of them all.

‘Call him what you like,’ I said. ‘Is that the potion? Let me have it and be away.’

‘It will hurt,’ cautioned Dvipaa-ma as she handed me a cup.

‘I have just given birth,’ I reminded her, one last twist of my words to mock her childless state, because I finally truly realized I was never coming back here and I could burn all my bridges if I chose. I knocked the potion back in one gulp. It lit me up from the inside, like I was on fire, and then it travelled all over me, pushing and pulling my bones, lengthening my spine even as I touched it, growing my hair so it fell lower than my hips. It hurt and it didn’t hurt, it felt like I was propped up with poles that pulled and pushed me, so it was a stretching pain, and when it stopped I staggered forward, gasping.

‘A beautiful young woman,’ said Parashara, looking at me and smiling. I glanced down at myself: my waist bent and curved, the ins-and-outs I had so wished for. My chest behind my sari was more filled out than before, even though I still didn’t have a proper bosom. I was taller too, looking down at Dvipaa-ma from a greater height. ‘Oh,’ I said, and noticed that my voice no longer was the lilting high tones of a girl child but with low modulation, like a woman.

‘I think you will be well pleased with my gifts.’ Parashara took one last longing look at me and then turned to Dvipaa-ma, saying, ‘Have you not dosed that infant yet, Dvipaa?’

‘He is so small.’ She held him close to her, baby face against her own wrinkled one.

‘He is born early so he may be a man. It is for the best.’

The baby reached for the cup of potion before it could even touch his lips, he was that hungry. And I cupped my hands over my ears so I didn’t have to hear him scream. Have you ever heard a baby scream with pain? It is a sound you hear in your nightmares sometimes – the first sounds of its trust in the world breaking.

‘Mother.’ A tall, serious-eyed man stood before me, his mouth stern and still.

‘I…’ I wasn’t sure how to continue.

‘If you need me, mother, remember to call on me.’

‘What will you do till then?’ I asked, despite myself. Was this the baby I had made? This man? This stranger? I saw he had my eyes, set deep in his face, his father’s nose. He was older than I was.

‘I will learn under the guidance of my father and others. Farewell.’

He touched my feet, and then touched Parashara’s. When he got to Dvipaa-ma, she caressed the top of his head and he looked up and smiled his first smile at her. ‘Mother Dvipaa,’ he said, ‘I thank you for all your kindness.’

I felt a bit left out. What about me? I had given birth to him after all. But soon he was gone, striding out of the cave and into the forest with sure, strong steps. We all watched him go and when Parashara turned back to me, I could have sworn his eyes were a little wet.

‘Well then,’ he said, ‘I think it is time for you to leave now, little bird. Matsyagandhi. Although your name should be something more appropriate now.’

He led me to the water. My old boat bobbed about in the waves, waiting for me. I sat in it and turned around to impress this place on my mind and temper it in my memory to keep only what I wished to remember. Dvipaa-ma had not come out so it was just us two. Parashara touched the top of my head, where my hair parted.

‘Be strong for whatever life might throw at you,’ he said and it sounded like a blessing. ‘Be strong, and always speak the truth to yourself, even if you deceive others, O Satyavati, one who is true.’

And with that, before I could tell him how much he broken the girl inside me, he gave the boat a push, and I was set adrift, watching him till the island grew misty and he a dim figure, till I reached the banks of our village and could see them no more. He always did like the last word.

I never saw the sage Parashara again.


Now

That evening, the girls dress me in gold and red, bride’s colours, lacing me into my vatkala so tightly that I have to draw short shallow breaths and my breasts are propped up so high, I can see them just by tilting my chin. I’m a cow being taken to market, and my only job is to stay still so they can polish all of me for the best price. They don’t say much; even the talkative Ila is somewhat pensive as she bathes my feet.

Finally, I cannot bear the silence any longer. ‘Why am I being dressed up like a young bride?’ I ask, and though I meant to sound jesting, playful, my voice comes out shrill and the word bride stays and echoes around the room.

‘His Majesty wished it,’ says Pari, on her knees next to Ila, checking my skirt for loose threads.

I look down at her face – my first girlfriend. ‘Am I so offensive now, Pari? Do you dislike me because I asked for what I deserved?’

She shakes her head no, still looking away from me, and then her chin tilts up and she looks me full in the face. ‘I think you should have been content with getting as far as you did. And our young prince did you no wrong. Why should he be denied his birthright because of you?’ Fisher girl, she thinks but does not say.

‘Why should my future children – blameless as well – be forced to be mere princes because their mother was not courageous enough to ask for what was theirs?’

‘Your children will be nothing but fishermen at this rate.’

‘But honourable fishermen.’

Pari has risen to her feet and I, not liking looking up at her face, have risen as well. Behind me, Mo, who is doing my hair, utters a little tch of irritation. I continue, ‘Better my children are fishermen with pride, knowing that another fisherman has not been given preference over them, than they rot as second heirs to a throne.’

Pari’s turned away from me and her arms are crossed across her chest. I reach out for her and touch her shoulder. ‘Pari, listen. If this happens, if I am made queen—’

‘Which you will not be!’ she spits out. ‘The king would never foresake his son. The prince Devavrata is everything to him.’

‘If I am made queen,’ I continue, ‘I will need some queen’s ladies. I want you as my maids, you and Ila and Mo. I’ll do everything I can for you. It won’t be a Kaarika-bi life, and you will be rich and well cared for.’

‘Oh,’ Ila breathes, and I turn to smile at her as she gazes at me, rapt, her hands clasped underneath her chin.

‘Even a beggar can promise you a meal fit for a king were he ever to receive it,’ says Pari, but I notice her arms uncross and she looks at the other girls. Mo looks satisfied, Ila is grinning broadly.

‘As you please,’ I say, sitting down again. ‘I cannot force you.’

Pari comes back and sits down by my skirt again. ‘I’ll have a dress allowance to buy you fine clothes?’ she enquires casually.

‘And buy yourself some fine clothes too,’ I say, already feeling magnanimous and kindly.

‘Hush,’ says Mo, suddenly. ‘People are approaching.’

‘Is it the king?’ I ask, and Pari listens, tilting her head. ‘I think not,’ she says. ‘I don’t hear the drums.’

The door to our tent opens, and to my delight, my young guard friend is standing there, looking out of breath and grand in a new uniform.

‘Baana!’ I say, pleased.

‘My lady.’ He bows properly to me and to the others. ‘My ladies.’

‘What brings you here, boy?’ asks Mo. ‘The lady is dressing and cannot be disturbed.’

‘I have been sent to escort your brother, my lady. He is being set up in the tent next to yours.’

I’m a terrible sister. I have not spared Chiro a moment’s thought since the king’s proposal. Here I sit in borrowed finery and there he is, my poor brother, probably ill and weak and wondering where I am. ‘Take me to him,’ I say, and Baana bows.

As we’re going outside, he whispers to me, ‘You do look nice, my lady.’

I laugh and notice the tips of his ears going red. ‘So do you,’ I say sweetly. ‘Your uniform makes you look very grown-up indeed.’ He seems to have forgiven me for my little bit of manipulation the last time we met. He takes me to the next tent, which is full of voices.

‘I haven’t forgotten all your kindness to me, Baana,’ I say. ‘I will make sure I do what I can for you.’ I touch his arm and he draws back, blushing, as I pass by him.

There, sitting on a bed in the middle of the tent, eating figs as though he was born to do so, is my brother Chiro. Ill? Weak? Not a whisper of it. His cheeks are round and rosy, his hair is standing on end, and he too has been given fine clothes to wear. He is playing a game involving an elaborately painted board across which they are moving with two hard dried betel nuts with a young man who is also sitting on his bed, and they are both so involved they don’t notice me till the guard standing by them clears his throat. Then they both look up.

The young man is so startlingly handsome, I step back a bit. Luckily, I am saved from gaping at him with my mouth open by Chiro leaping across the room and throwing his arms around my waist.

‘Mut-di!’ he says. ‘Isn’t this nice?’

I murmur, ‘Remember to say Satyavati,’ and he looks up at me and winks and my heart fills with love for him. Oh Chiro! How could I have ever forgotten about you, even for one day?

‘Very nice indeed,’ I say in my public voice, moving back from him and putting my hands on his shoulders to examine him at arm’s length. ‘Very nice for some, Chiro sir, when I’ve been going grey with worry about you. What our mother must be going through, I cannot say.’

‘She’s fine, they sent her a message.’ Chiro waves one hand. ‘And I’m fine too. Practically recovered.’

‘So recovered, in fact, that you’ve been beating me at this terrible game.’ The young man who has also risen with my entry bows in my direction and I respond by bending my head too.

‘It’s called chauper, di, you must try it!’ Chiro begins to tug me towards the board by my arm.

‘Your brother is perhaps not the best at introductions,’ says the young man as I am yanked closer. ‘Allow me. Crown Prince Devavrata, son of Shantanu, and perhaps the biggest spoke in your plan.’

The crown prince is facing me, and all I can think is I’m so glad I’m wearing these clothes. People might think a woman interested in clothes is frivolous, but would you say the same thing to a suit of armour? Clothes are a woman’s weapon; behind the soft silk and stiff embroidery lie well-oiled plans and beating hearts that see clearly into the future.

‘Your Highness,’ I say, ‘you should have given us some notice of your coming. I would have been better prepared to meet you.’

He glances at me, and unlike most men, his eyes don’t catch and hold, they skim off my surface like a stone on a lake. ‘Give notice?’ he says. ‘At my own father’s camp? You overstep yourself.’

‘I apologize, Highness. But the king – your father – has given me my tent to have as my own, even if the whole camp belongs to him. And since Chiro here is my younger brother, I act as hostess on his behalf as well.’

I walk calmly over to the low table which has some drinks on it and pour him a glass of honeyed buttermilk, Chiro’s favourite beverage when he can get it. ‘Allow me to offer you a drink,’ I say, smiling at him sweetly. It’s hard to summon up maternal feelings for someone who is your age and vividly, extraordinarily handsome into the bargain, but I have to remind him of who I am and what I intend to do. Wed and bed his father.

He waves away the glass and looks at me, his head tilted to one side. He’s looking into my eyes so intently, I want to look away, but I force myself to keep a smile on my face and meet his gaze.

‘So,’ he says, finally, ‘Lady Satyavati. I suppose you know what you are asking for will rob me of my inheritance.’

‘It was never my inten—’

‘No, save it. It was your intention, whether you admit to it or not, and a clever move as well. You’re not what I expected you to be, nor do you look like someone capable of such political machinations. I’m thinking an older brother – no, he would have been here. An uncle then, or your father?’

I flush and cross my arms and he laughs. ‘Your father then. A man for the main chance. I assume your father and my father will get along quite well.’ He runs one hand under his chin and looks at me again, his eyebrows raised.

‘No, you’re really quite lovely, Satyavati. I can see why my father is – at this very moment – wasting away from love of you. All he says though, is, “Son, I cannot give in to her demands.” You see, he’s hoping I’ll give in to your demands, so that he can have you guilt-free. Never underestimate the way your parents can twist your needs to suit theirs. Here, I’ll give you one piece of advice for your married life, and only one piece – understand me, this will be the last time I comment on the subject – my father is very good at getting what he wants. Remember that when he is your husband. Now’ – he comes right up to me and tilts my face up and I am weak in the knees, thinking he means to kiss me, but he only looks into my eyes and asks, his voice kinder than it has been before, the same question I have heard from two men before him – ‘are you sure you want this?’

‘Yes,’ I breathe, not sure what I’m agreeing to. He lets go of me, to my utter disappointment, and sighs deeply.

‘Well, hear this, Lady Satyavati, for it will be the most solemn oath I have ever given. You may marry my father and your children may take over my throne. I give it up for him – not for you, remember that – but for him, so that he can know happiness.’

‘What about your children, Highness?’ asks Chiro unexpectedly. I didn’t even know he was listening, and there he is, looking shrewder than his age, still sitting on the bed, turning over the little chauper piece in his hand.

‘What’s that, young man?’

‘I ask, what of your children? My sister’s children may have their throne, but what if your children wish to dispute them?’

Is this my brother? My little brother? I gape at him, and he glances briefly at me before turning his eyes to the prince again.

The prince laughs once, shortly. ‘I see your father passes on his thoughts to his son.’

‘It is a good question,’ I say weakly.

‘It is.’ The prince regards us both thoughtfully. ‘Very well. I shall never marry. I shall never have a child who will be in line for the throne.’

‘Highness,’ says a guard I haven’t noticed up till then, coming forward with his hand stretched out to the prince. ‘Highness, think of what you are saying.’

‘I am. I have given this as much thought as I can. Besides’ – his mouth turns up in a wry little smile – ‘my father’s happiness is my duty.’

‘Say it again,’ says Chiro.

‘Chiro!’ I want to stop him before we are both whipped for impertinence.

‘Again? In front of the gods?’ The prince walks away from both of us outside the tent and we follow hurriedly, me yanking up my heavy skirt so I don’t trip.

There, standing outside, surrounded by curious faces, Devavrata says, ‘I, Prince Devavrata, son of His Majesty, King Shantanu, and the great goddess Ganga, swear on all that is holy that I shall never marry nor have a child, so I may devote my services to Lady Satyavati’s children, and their children after them.’

A lightning crack whips across the sky, making us all gasp. And then, just the softest rain, and the lightest whisper from the trees. Bheeshma, says the whisper, Bheeshma.

Bheeshma. The one of the terrible oath.

Have I really heard it? Is this really happening? I look around me. Chiro’s face is rapt and my girls – Pari, Mo, Ila – turn to me as one, their eyes alight. Pari’s face is troubled but she smiles for me, they will all smile for me now. I am Satyavati and I have reached my destiny.


Then

It was eight moons since I returned from the island, and it was as though I never left at all. When I walked in, shaken and silent from all that had happened to me, my mother met me at the door. ‘You’ve been a long time,’ was all she said, and then she looked more closely at me. ‘Are you feeling ill? You have a strange expression on your face. Better sleep outside if you are, I don’t want Chiro catching it.’

It was like nothing had changed, even though everything had. No one mentioned my smell, the way I used to look. But my mother was kinder to me, and when my father said I must be named again, she looked up and suggested Satyavati as a name she had always liked, as though it came from her very own head.

Only Chiro looked at me warily, avoided being around me, barely spoke two words to me at all. Finally, I cornered him when our mother was away and I was serving him lunch.

‘No words for me, your sister?’ I teased.

‘Are you my sister?’ he asked.

‘Well, what a question! Who else would I be?’

‘I have heard of spirits who enter young women and take on their appearance to fool their families.’

‘Chiro.’ I sat down and wrapped my arms around him, ignoring his flinch. ‘I am no spirit. Don’t they have to admit they’re not human once they’re found out? I’m your sister, same as I’ve always been. Where is all this coming from?’

He avoided looking at me although he relaxed in my arms. ‘You were just away for so long.’

I stilled then and very slowly met his eyes. ‘You know I was away.’

‘Yes, of course.’ He shook his head as though to clear it. ‘You went away after Ma threw you out. I asked about you, but no one answered my questions. And now you are back and everyone’s acting like you never left.’

‘That’s magic.’ I said. ‘It was supposed to work on you as well.’

‘I felt like’ – he reached for his forehead as he searched for the words – ‘I felt like I was supposed to think you leaving was like a dream. Every memory I have of the time you weren’t here is – I don’t know – coated, so I cannot clearly remember anything. But you were gone?’

A question. I couldn’t lie to him. I nodded. ‘But don’t mention this to anyone.’

‘No chance! They’d think I was mad.’

‘Not mad.’ I pressed a kiss to the top of his head.

‘Will you tell me where you went?’

‘One day I will.’

 


Now

The king reaches for my hand. We are wedded, a simple ceremony on the banks of the river, my father pressing my cupped palms on top of my husband’s. I am queen.


Then

‘The king will be passing through here on a hunting trip,’ my father said to my mother.

‘Oh?’ she said, not interested, cleaning the fish which I was to dip into a saltwater bath and then dry.

‘I think he would make a good husband for our daughter.’

She did look up then, and at him, shaking her head and going back to her work.

‘No, don’t dismiss me, wife. We have long known her destiny was not with us.’

‘Is her destiny to be a queen then?’ My mother laughed and gestured at me, my palms dry from the salt bath, my hair hanging in front of my face.

‘It might be.’

I remembered Parashara’s words. You will know. It struck me with icy certainty, as though someone had poured cold water down my back. So this was what Fate had in store for me – not the quiet left-alone life I longed for, but this. I gasped, and my parents turned to look at me.

‘I would like to marry the king, Ba,’ I said to my father. ‘How will we manage it?’

‘Listen to the girl,’ said my mother, shaking her head again. ‘You’re all touched.’

But my father looked at me seriously and said, ‘You will have to do as I say.’

‘I will.’

‘Then we will manage it.’


Now

They have come for me in a palanquin so delicate that I’m scared to sit in it in case I break it. Not for me the joys of riding back to Hastinapur with the rest of the camp. I must be carried like a precious jewel, my maids following by cart, my young footman – Baana, I knew I would be able to do well by you – riding by us.

Chiro is the only one who weeps as I say goodbye to my parents, touching first my father’s feet then my mother’s. I hug him fiercely and tell him I’ll send for him soon.

And then I am placed in the palanquin, gently as an egg, and the curtains are drawn for my privacy and no one can see what I do inside – which is kick off my slippers and lie there looking up at the bejewelled roof. The horses’ hooves behind me and in front of me kick out a rhythm: destiny, destiny, destiny.

We go by the river, and I cannot resist drawing the curtain just a little bit to see if my island is there. It was never visible again after I’d left it, whenever I looked, but this time, oh, there’s just the faintest glimmer on the other side. If I listen hard, I can hear drum beats coming across the water to me, as though the whole island is celebrating my wedding.

Then, when I blink and look again, it’s gone.

I have seen fourteen rains and never did I feel older than I do now.
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