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lI/ESTERN LANE

I krLes lrom his silence that he wasn't going to rlove first,

and all I could do was serve and volley or disappoint him.

The smudges on the wall blurred one into the other and I

thought that surely I would fall. That -nvas rn'hen it started

up. A stead1,, melancholy rhythrn from the other court, the

shot and its echo, over and over again, like some sort of
deliverance. I could tell it r,vas one person conducting a drill.

And I knew w'ho it was. I stood there, listening, and the

sound poured into rne, into rny nervc-s ancl bones, and it
rvas rvith a feeling of having been rescued that I raised nry

racket and served.

Therc were three of us. all girls. When Ma died, I was

eleven, Khush w,as thirteen, Mona fifteen. W'e'd been playing

squash and badminton tr,vice a u.eek ever since we u'ere old

enough to hoid a racket, but it was nothing like the regime

that came after. Mona said that all of it, the sprints and the

ghosting and the three-hour drills, started when oLlr aunt

Ranlan told Pa that what w,e girls needed was exercise and

discipiine and Pa sat qlliet and let her tell him what to do.

That was at the beginning of autumn. The r,veather had

turned trom unseasonably dr,v and warm to hurnid. The air

was oppressive and the streets smelled of decomposing food.

In this heat, a number of days after Ma's filneral, we had

driven four hundred miles to Edinburgh to have a meai at

our allnt's hcme to mark the end of our mourning period,

and Aunt Ranjan told Pa rve were wild.
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-We were right there in her kitchr

when she said it. Mona was wxhing I

Her head was bowed and her sleer-es

elbows because she wasn't just riming

was really scrubbing. Her ponytail srsur

Khush was peeling siowly, staring out r

at the table seeding pomegranates. Aun

Khush for wearing her hair loose in d
she'd turned to me and pulled up hal

and put newspapers down so I u-oulc

new dining set. It was a beautifirl ser

From where I was sitting I could

Aunt Ranjan had prepared eadv that

dark-golden balls of sponge were alrcadt

and piled generously in a glass bow{ at d

Aunt Ranjan saw me looking-

'Gopi,'she said.

I froze in place, blushing fierceh-

name.

Aunt Ranjan stood up. She positior

blocked my view of the sweets. I did

seemed important to me that I not s

make it seem as if I d been looking at

'Wild,'Aunt Ranjan said a second t

me. 'And it is no secret.'

Then she turned to Pa, and it rrzs

there looking at nothing, saying nothi
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WESTERN LANE

Aunt Ranjan w-aited.

'We11, I have said mv piece,' she said at last. 'Now it is

up to you.'

Pa raised his eyes to look at Aunt Ranian for a mornent,

and there was a coolness in them that w-e l,u,ere used to but

Aunt Ranjan was not. Her cheeks reddened. The pressure

cooker on the gas ring gave a thin, high whistle and the

kitchen was suddenly warrl with steam and the smell of
overcookecJ lentils. Aunt Ranjan dabbed her torehead rnith

a clean tea tolvel off the back of a chait.

'I told Charu,'she said. 'I am not blarning her, brother,

but I am telling you it is not too late for your girls.'

It r,vas quiet. And then rnv sister Mona crossed to the

worktop, removed t[re pressure cooker from the ring, and

banged it hard onto the granite counter. The bowl of gulab

,jamun at the far end juddered and Nlona stood with her

potato-muddied hands on the lid of Aunt Ranjant pressure

cooker, staring at Pa.

Aunt Ranjan turned off the taps that Mona hacl left

running and rverrt to her.

'Not like that, child,'she said to Mona.

Our uncle canre in then, as if u,,anderirig into sonleonc

else's kitchen. Maybe he wor,rld have gone right through

into his garden but he iooked at Nlona, then Pa, and stood

in the middle oi the Iloor for a fer,r. seconds before

approaching the tabie and sitting dou,'n betrveen Pa and ure.
'We liked LJncle Pavan. He u,as Pa's younger brother ancl he

CHETNA -\I-{F f ,,

vzas big and kind and enjoyed snroi<-i:-=

about the past.

lJncle Pavan was forry. Pa u-:s ,-
everyone talked about hos- hani.----

become as if they had onlv 1ate1r' ::-
After Ma died, our aunties'e1-es tbllc','.

cable to the sink or out into rhe a.::,
for him, but they were also trvir:- : -

\omething and we knew it had rc, : -

had opened out in front of hinr.

It wasn't yet midday and rr \'.'r: --
Uncle Pavan. His face r,vas giou:r-S .

He put a hand on the table. tapre ; :-
cloth, all at once, and then nro\'-,- -

He needed a smoke. He glancei :: l',
in his lap, ready to talk. Khush h..- :
glass of water, and seeing he u'a. ::,:-
table in front of him and sat do.,\ :- : -

say. lJncle Pavan gave her a grare--- -

'It was the middle of a hear .,..'-. -

towards Pa. 'Do yolr remember? T... '

vou were getting married. You r,'.-.
insisted we all stay up for vou. \\: -,.-
rn front of the fans and u,e cor:lc:r -- ,

When you finally came home. Ba:.. -

and asked you in front of eveno:.: '-

rvere doing. You didn't hesitare \c* 
'

I



s

.&rr,r-roop eql q pools no1 'eltllseq l uplp non '3urop arerr,r

nod lq8noqt no,( lrqrvr auoLrela Jo tuog q nol. pelst pue

ur eurof, ol nod plot rindeg 'aruog erut: dltuy nol. ueq16

'loq os sr 4. lr 'eloru l.up1nol e &. pu€ su-g ar{l Jo luog ur

ef,r Jo saxoq tnd or p?q e41 'no^( ro; dn drrs 1e e,^ . petsrsur

lfndrg pur elq tno ere,^. no1 'parJJeu Surma8 aren nod

{,ndtg plor nod rq8r-u ega aregruaurar nod oq, 'td sprtlr\ol

peurcI eH 'pres eg .'e,rarr lreq B Jo elppr-ur eqt_ stln U,
'ut8eq pu? >lool lryerer8 r raq arreS ueled aloun ifus

or Prq eq lrq ^. 
ftarl 01 u1t&oP IBS Put IIIr-q Jo luog uI slqEl

eql uo 1r pecqd egs dpeer sav\ erl Suraas pue 'relezw go sst13

e u?\ed epun parnod ptq rlsnp1 '>lltt 01 ,(peer 'dq sFI uI

spueq srq padselc pur rd re pecurp eH 'e>lorus B pepeeu eH
'qEHl srq ot puerl sq palorrr uaql pur 'eruo lE II? 'qtolf,

eql uo sre8ug rnoJ srr{ peddq 'elqel eql uo pueq t 1nd e11

'Surqrdut st lurd put 8urrvro18 w \ af,EJ srH 'ut Ed al3un

roJ rrrJrly\ oor .(peerp se 
^, lr pur drppnu 1er( lusem 11

'rulq Jo luo+ ur rno peuedo prq

Irqt eceds eql qtr r op ot prq 1l 
^mtr{ 

ea, pue Surqleruos

Jo eJnsterrr eqr re8 or Surdrr osle eJo.^, daqr rnq 'ru1q ro3

duos.e.reiw deqa 'uep:e8 eql olur lno ro >[urs oql ol elqel

rarrurp eql ruo+ td pe A.olIoJ sede,sarlune rno 'perp eW JerJy

'pooqrlnpe otur umo:3 ,fiere1 dpo peq deql Jr sE oruof,og

Peq sJerporq eqr auosPusr{ lraorl }nog? Pe>lPr auor(ra,re

fng 'arrg-&JoJ lsorulE sErv\ ed ih:oj sefft uEAEd elsull'
'1sed eqr tnoqt

Suqulqr pur eprstno 3ur;orus pedofue put puDI pue 3rq sezrn

t

erl pur rar{torq reSunod s Ed se,tl rI{ -r

'oIII put Bd uoe,/yueg u./y\op Sumts pue

eroJeg spuofes 
^.eJ 

E JoJ rooEi aq

Pools PUE 'ed uarn 'EuoIAJ rE perool 3

q8no.rqr tq8r; euoS e Eq plno$. rq :

auoeuros olur Surrepue,ta I se 'uap u
'EuoW 01 p1es rrls:p[

'J3q

UeI p€q euow lrqr sdrr eqJ go pru

ernssard s.urfue11 lunyJo prl OF uo q
req qtl \ pools EuoW pue parsppnf 1

qep3lo Ir\\oq eql relunor srruef aq

pur '3urr eqr uo€t JJ{oof amssard s
eql 01 possoJf, EuoW relm dm ua{p I

,'s1rr8 .rnod JoJ ersl ool lou sr r
teqrorq 'raq SrmrruJq tou rrre L ?res :

'rrBgf, E Jo IrEq 3rr
rltL\{ p€eqaroJ rag pqqsp uefuq1 ruu

Jo I[3Ius eql PtrB IIItels gfr,s. urau. i
ar{t pue epsrqlta q8rq 'urqr e aad 8ur

e;nssetd eql 'peueppar s{o3rp leI{ -r,

lnq 01 pesn eJe r e^1' lsrp ureqr ur sssu

'luoruoru e ro3 ue[ue11 lun1r re IooI or

I

OOUYW YNI!IH:)ENYI -\ u: ! : 'l



ITESTERN LANE

and said it as if it r,vas the most natural thing in the world.

I am getting mirrried. Like that. It w,as wonder l. I ivill
never forget the look on Bapuji's face. You see . i . . .

Charu . . . she was she .'

Uncle Pavan seemed about to choke on something inside

his throat, and rve could see that Pa wanted him to keep

talking, but LJncle Pavan couldn't.

'[t is no use dw,elling on things,'Aunt Ranjan said. She

put a hand on lJncle Par.anls shor-rlder. 'Come, Paven. Briug

t\\.o rlore chairs from the garage so w-e can all sit together.'

By the time we sat down to eat, it rvas lour o'clock. The

air was heavy and close and everything moved slowl1. in i1.

Aunt Ranjan, LIncle Pavan, Pa and I rvaited at our places

w'hile rny sisters served the dinner. 'We each had a silvel

plate. onfo rn hich n{r sisters placecl a smalL silver bow-l of
dal, a r,r,hole ladu, potato shaak, rice, puris, a salad of onions

and tomatoes, and a secorrd silver bowl containing three

gplab jarnuns. Khush's hair kept stickirrg to her forehead and

rtr her hot cheeks and she kept pushing ic back. 'When I

saw Khush spooning extra syrup on top of the jamuns in

rnt'irorvl, her h:rir alrrrost dipping in the syrup, I made myself

look eiservhere.

The door into the garden was open. There wrs no breeze.

Aunt Ranjan talked about her siblings in Thnzania lr.ho had

too nany children. She ate carefr-Llly. taking snrall mourhfuis

at long intervais. and r,,,e tried ro do the saure. When I had
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finished everything on my plate apart

jamuns, she looked at my fuIl litde o<r'-

I put down my spoon.

'Brother,'she said, turning to Pa- ar

at her that Pa was not her brother, that

brother. 'Brother,' she said, 'a di:fficuk

you-'

lJncle Pavan shuffied his chair closer

he murmured.

'No,'Aunt Ranjan told him. 'He u

She looked at Pa and began to speal

her voice low and even. What she s:

lJncle Pavan had no children, that the

and they loved us as if we were their or

be easier on Pa if he allowed them to

cannot look after three, she said. Thr

when Pa was silent, she took it as a s

said, People do this. No one would h.a

had you done this even when th. gr,

Then she said that her own sister hrd

a half thousand miles from Mombasa to

their aunt when she was younger th;

only talking about a few hours in the

Pa was staring at his plate. He knesr

what Aunt Ranjan had said. Tbat rra

at us. 'We thought that he would allos

a moment so that she would see for
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WESTERN LANE

got things wrong, and then he would stand up and step ouc

into the garden, telling us to get our things because we were

leaving. But he diCn't stand up, he didn't say an14fuipg, and

in the end r,r,'e rvere glad, because wharever Aunt Ranjan

sarn in his face frightened her more than arry reply he couid

have made. Her orn,n face turned grey and seemed to lose

its firmness" When she picked up her glass of chaas to take

a sip, her mouth sagged.

T'hat r,vas w-hen ljncle Parran's ,u-oice rose into the silence.

It lvas slow and firm. Spring had coll- e early this r,.ear. We

should have seen the florvers on tlre horse chestnut tree.

I-ike Christrnas lights. And then there were the cherry blos-

soms; for clne week, the whole lawn was rvhite. 'We 
ace and

Uncle Pavan talked, and one way or another things drifted

into a rhythm that seemed ordinary. We ltlt a light breeze

from the garden. [Jncle Pavan'"viped his hands on a cloth,

stood up, and brought the gulab jamuns to the table to refill

our bornls.

'Oh,'Aunt Ranjan said nrourrifullv into her plate as lve

raised our spoons again. 'That da\.,'and she was crying. She

took hold of the free end of her: sari and touched her e)res

rvith it. She ru'-ried ]rer head to snrile at I(hursh thror.rgh tire

tears.

'I salv you,'she said, her voice lolver stili, ciairning Kliush,
'rn the car park, atter.'

She rr,,as taikine atrout Ma'.s fi:neral, and Khusht crying

silently rvhen we w'ere all linecl up to greer our relatives as

CHETNA }1.\R.I-

they came outside. Aunt Ranjan loor=:

sadness that we forgot everv-thing. K:--.

the table berween her own plate ar,: -l

to me, Monat chair scraped the ic,'
my hand towards my glass of chaa: : ..:

it toppled and the chaas spilled. spre r.:,

name being spoken aloud, but Ar-rr-rt R-'--

Her face was fixedly serene as she :Ii,- -
to lift the cloth and fold it in. as .he .=--

through onto her table. I sat there 1,. --
me, wiping and rearranging thrnr.

Whenever we were staying in rhe : --

each had our own bedroom. but L: --,,

our blankets into Mona's room :i-: ,-.
propped the French windox-s opel- '.'i.--:-

there was usually something golns ,-

until we were tired, and then \\-- l:l
was too warm for sleep. We s-er; :-,.

our shorts and vest tops. 'We thru.: - -
then we were nothing but hot. i-r:-r:

thrornn out any which wa\r to tn' r.' a::
herselfup and went out onto the b,aI,,- :-'

Khush reclined, half lying on rhe :-..
one side of the window frame. a sL: :

across the floor, and I positioned ::---,
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the other side. But aftcr a while rve both sat up with our
chins on our knees and stared throueh the r,vhite b:rlustrades

into the garden. Since it was too \ ,arnr for leggings or
sleeves, I stank of citronella and got bitten by mosqr-ritoes

anyway. We knerv that Pa w-ould be getting bitten too. He

and lJncle Pavan ro.,ere talking outside. They were sitting

right under our balcony, dtinking whisky and srnoking. Pa

didnt drink or smoke at home, but he likecl to rvhen he

r.vas -"vith Uncle Pavan. We coulcl see the blue srroke from

Unclei cigarettes irnd hear their talk and the clink of their
glasses. We could hear everything, even the creak of Pa's

chair as he bent to lift or lorver his glass or scratch at his

ankle. And -when lve looked out \ re ccluld see evervthing

thev saw,: Uncle's rose arbour and his trees and the stone

bench and glimpses of'the- railir,'ay track, grainr. and dark.

It didn't illatter to us w-hat they talked about. Childhoo"l
remernl'rrances of themselves and of their yosllger brother,

rr ho died eari1.. Jlr. three of them piaying racket sports.

The three of them eager and h"pp_v. Pa surprisurg ever\-one

because he, so rnild, so unassumirrq iir life, was brutal on

the court. And later rvhen Ma came along - seventeen,
lcright-eved, self-conscious - Pa fitdinc himself at a loss,

ror-rched by sornething he couldn't nan1e. Uncle Pavan did

nrost of the talking aud Pa let him know that he had thing-s

,tbour right. It dicln't maitei to ris. \{,'e just rru'anted ttt sii

rl.ove therr arrcl liscen. Afterr,vards. u,hen Pa and Uncle
inished up and vvenr rnside, rve slaved out. The n-Lorninq

CHETNA MAROO

light was beginning to come up b_v tht

blue, and the air was cooler and event

close enough to touch. Khush's hair

came down her back in soft waves and

shone. We didn't go in until I sarted:

the doors closed behind us. Inside, x-e r

bed. Mona grouched at being woken-

we got in close under her blankeg and

It was Khush who did the teliing

happened, even if everyone was there.

who would tell it" She d wait unril rse

She was good at telling. She remembr

think of.

Much later, Khush would say \et
the start of it, of Pat thinking about

with us. It wasn't Aunt Ranjan. It was

about the past. But I think Pa told us

him. He sat beside us one morning o

the squash court and said, 'I warlt \-ou

in something you can do your x-hole

Aunt Ranjan had orange juice and p

and sugar ready on the table fbr us i
said nothing about Pa and lJncle Parar

and smoking all night. She made tht

near them so she could refill their cup

her. Outside in the driveway when Un,
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