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KH�GLGQ·W�QHHG�WR�WXUQ�DURXQG�WR�NQRZ�ZKDW�ZDV�RXWVLGH�RI�KHU�URRP��Even at 
night, the house felt like a furnace in July. She kept the door ajar, but the 
stuffiness in her room clung around her body with malicious intent, refusing to 

make an exit. As she lay in bed and faced the cracks in the white-plastered wall, she 
could picture her mother in that terrible white dress, still standing in the hallway, not 
unlike a piece of plaster on the wall that had begun to peel off. 

´7KH\·YH�EURXJKW�GLVUHSXWH�WR�P\�GDXJKWHU�µ�VKH�KHDUG�KHU�PRWKHU·V�YRLFH��
´UHDOO\��LW�LV�EHWWHU�WR�GLH�WKDQ�WR�OLYH�OLNH�WKLV«µ 
  So Siddhartha was back, she thought nonchalantly. All had become part of the 
routine. Open the door³tread across the floor scattered with fractured tension 
(careful, unless you want your feet slit)³walk past your mother who started droning 
as if on cue³retire to your fortress of magazine pages and too thin a quilt³wait for 
the droning to start again when your brother returned from his never-successful job 
hunt. Nightly she danced the dance. 
 
She danced the dance nightly since mid-February. The dance studio was in an office 
building on the outskirts of Calcutta, a third-floor unit once used for storage by a 
pharmaceutical company. She had to squeeze past the deserted cardboard boxes in the 
stairway every time she climbed up. The room was too cramped, with a musty smell 
and an odd layer of grease on the mirror. She loved it there. 

Fatima, a girlfriend from college, told her about the place when she was one 
ZHHN�LQWR�ZRUNLQJ�IRU�$QDQWD�6DQ\DO��´<RX�QHHG�WR�JR�RXW�PRUH��6XWDSD�µ�VKH�VDLG��
´7U\�WR�KDYH�D�OLWWOH�IXQ�RQFH�LQ�D�ZKLOH�µ�VKH�VDLG��´'DQFH�FDQ�WDNH�\RXU�PLQG�RII�RI�
WKLQJV�µ�VKH�VDLG��´LW�ZLOO�GR�\RX�JRRG�µ 

In the dingy restaurant that served subpar Chinese food, she looked across the 
table at Fatima. Fatima had some thick volumes of textbooks poking out of her canvas 
bag and some ink stains on her knuckles. They must be from that statistics lecture. 

 She looked at Fatima and thought, this could have been me. I could have been you. I 
would have done so much better if I were you. You could have been me, if your father too passed away, 
if you too had an elder brother in medical school, if your mother too deemed his education a priority, 
and yours a redundancy. 

She promised Fatima that she would check out that dance place on the next 
day. 

S 
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That was winter, which felt like decades ago.  Now she found herself in front 
of the dance room mirror, an hour after she got off work, five bus stops away from 
0U��6DQ\DO·V�RIILFH��WKH�WKLUG�WLPH�WKLV�ZHHN��WKH�WHQWK�WLPH�WKLV�PRQWK��6KH�VWDUHG�DW�
her reflection, slightly distorted by the layer of grease. 

Then the music started. She swayed to the music, and the floorboard creaked. 
 

The floorboard creaked as Siddhartha stepped into her room. He never 
knocked, not tonight or any night. 

 ´,�ZHQW�WR�\RXU�ERVV·V�KRXVH�WRGD\�µ�KH�DQQRXnced to the back of her head, 
´,�WROG�KLP�WKDW�\RX�ZLOO�QRW�ZRUN�DQ\PRUH�EHFDXVH�\RX·YH�EHHQ�IHHOLQJ�WKH�VWUDLQ��,�
said that every day you return after nine and you might have a breakdown anytime. He 
said that he had nothing to say about it if you really felt that way. He also said that you 
are a smart, hard-ZRUNLQJ�JLUO�µ 

6KH�FRXOGQ·W�KHOS�EXW�ODXJK��+LV�VHQWHQFHV�VZXQJ�EDFN�DQG�IRUWK�EHWZHHQ�WUXWK�
and lie, a tick paired with a tock, a lighter piece on top of a darker one as per the 
suggestions in her fashLRQ�FDWDORJ��<HV��6LGGKDUWKD�GLG�JR�WR�KHU�ERVV·V�KRXVH�WRGD\³
Sanyal phoned home earlier in the afternoon and asked if she had indeed been 
struggling, with a tone of concern tinted by condescension. No, she would not stop 
working³she refused to surrender the thing that had been forced into her hands. Yes, 
she did return after nine every night, but it was the only thing that kept her from a 
EUHDNGRZQ��1R��6DQ\DO�ZRXOGQ·W�EH�ILQH�ZLWK�KHU�TXLWWLQJ³who else would listen to 
his pathetic rant about his pathetic wife? Yes, Sanyal did compliment her every now 
DQG� WKHQ�� EXW� QRW� EHIRUH�KH� FDOOHG� KHU� ´GROOµ� DQG� UHVW� KLV� KDQG� RQ� KHU� VKRXOGHU��
sometimes her thigh. 

On the page of the fashion catalog that she was reading just then, they said, 
wear a lighter piece on top of your dark-colored staple clothes to create a layered look. They said, if 
styled wisely, the clothes that we recommend can conceal the not-so-slim parts of your body. 

She let her giggles die down and turned around. As she looked straight into 
KHU�EURWKHU·s eyes, she knew all too well the parts of the story that he had left out, the 
bad figure underneath all the layering. She knew where to press. 

 ´+RZ�GLG�\RXU�LQWHUYLHZ�JR"µ�VKH�DVNHG� 
3URPSWO\��D�VKHHQ�RI�VZHDW�PDWHULDOL]HG�RQ�6LGGKDUWKD·V�IRUHKHDG��+H�ILdgeted 

LQ�WKH�FKDLU�DQG�HGJHG�DZD\�IURP�WKH�EHGVLGH�ODPS��$W�WKDW�PRPHQW��VKH�FRXOGQ·W�KHOS�
EXW�WKLQN�RI�WKH�)UHQFK�ZLQGRZV�LQ�0U��6DQ\DO·V�KRXVH��6XQOLJKW�ZRXOG�SRXU�VWUDLJKW�
through the grand expanse of glass, and even the smallest thing could be seen. She 
wondered how Siddhartha must have looked in that well-lit room, on the beige sofa, 
an unemployed elder brother asking the boss to sack his sister, the only breadwinner 
in the household. 

´'R�\RX�WKLQN�,·P�MRNLQJ�ZLWK�\RX"µ�6LGGKDUWKD�VHHPHG�SURSHUO\�DQJUy now. 
´+LV�ZLIH� FDPH� WR� RXU�KRXVH� WRQLJKW� DQG� VDLG� VR�PDQ\� WKLQJV«�'RHV� WKDW�PHDQ�
nothing to you? Nothing at all? I swear, I swear that if that Sanyal dares behave badly 
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ZLWK�\RX�,�ZLOO�JLYH�KLP�D�WKUDVKLQJ�P\VHOI«�$UH�\RX�QRW�DEOH�WR�EHOLHYH�LW"�6XWDSD��
GR�\RX�QRW�EHOLHYH�LW"µ 

´6XWDSD�� GR� \RX�QRW� EHOLHYH� LW"�'R� \RX�EHOLHYH�PH�QRZ"µ� 6LGGKDUWKD�ZDV�
GUDJJLQJ�%DGDO�E\�WKH�FROODU��´0RP�ZDUQHG�\RX�DJDLQVW�LW��,�ZDUQHG�\RX�WR�VWRS�VHHLQJ�
KLP��,�ZDUQHG�KLP�WR�VWD\�DZD\�IURP�\RX��,�GLG��<RX�WZR�OHIW�PH�QR�FKRLFH�µ 
  6XWDSD�VWRRG�DW�WKH�GRRU�RI�%DGDO·V�SODFH�DQG�ORRNHG�DW�WKH�VFHQH�LQ�IURQW�RI�
her. Both men were covered in bruises. She was certain that Badal had a dislocated 
MDZ��+HU�EURWKHU·V�KHDY\�EUHDWKLQJ�DQG�%DGDO·V�SLWLIXO�ZKHH]HV�SXQFWXUHG�WKH�VLOHQFH�
in the hallway time and again like a bad stapler. She was supposed to be on a date in 
exactly twenty minutes and she had put on her earrings and satin dress. A spring breeze 
blew through the hallway and she felt cold around her shoulders. 

She first met Badal when he moved into a neighboring house on her street. 
Every time she left for work in the mornings, Badal would sit on the windowsill and 
whistle to her, his two long legs dangling in the air. It took her a whole month to finally 
overcome her nerves, look up, and meet his eyes. He gave her a beaming smile in 
return. 

Letters started coming in shortly afterward. From the childlike writing, she 
OHDUQHG� WKDW�%DGDO�ZDV�RI� WKH�VDPH�DJH�DV�VKH��+H�GLGQ·W�JR� WR�FROOHJH³his family 
FRXOGQ·W�DIIRUG�LW��+LV�IDWKHU�ZDV�DQ�Hlectrician, and Badal learned a trick or two from 
him. Right now, he worked as a temp, fixing radios and bathroom lights in the 
downtown area. 

She made sure to let Badal know that she had a broken radio herself the next 
day she walked past his window. Badal paid her house a visit the day after. 

 It was a warm Saturday afternoon in March. Her mother was taking a nap. 
6LGGKDUWKD� ZDV� DW� KLV� IULHQGV·�� 6QHDNLO\�� 6XWDSD� LQYLWHG� %DGDO� LQWR� KHU� URRP� DQG�
showed him the radio in question. 

 After some WLQNHULQJ��WKH�UDGLR�VL]]OHG�EDFN�WR�OLIH��´,�DGMXVWHG�WKH�DQWHQQD��LW�
VKRXOG�EH�JRRG�DV�QHZ�µ�%DGDO�ZKLVSHUHG��WKHQ�JULQQHG��KLV�ZKLWH�WHHWK�VKRZLQJ� 

$Q�(OYLV�3UHVOH\�VRQJ�ZDV�SOD\LQJ��%DGDO�ZDVQ·W�OHDYLQJ��DQG�6XWDSD�GLGQ·W�DVN�
him to. They sat side by side on the bed, one tapping his feet, the other humming 
under her breath. 

$V�WKH�VRQJ�GUHZ�WR�D�FORVH��%DGDO�VWRRG�XS��VRPHZKDW�UHOXFWDQWO\��´,�ZLOO�VHH�
\RX�WRPRUURZ��6XWDSD�µ�KH�VDLG��$QG�VKH�QRGGHG�ZLWK�D�VPLOH� 

 When the whole family gathered around the table that evening, her mother 
grabbed the ladle, halted for a few seconds, and dropped it back into the big bowl with 
a loud noise.  
  ´<RX�EURXJKW�VRPHRQH�KRPH�WRGD\��GLGQ·W�\RX��6XWDSD"�,�VDZ�KLP�OHDYLQJ��,W�
was that good-for-QRWKLQJ�YDJDERQG�IURP�GRZQ� WKH� VWUHHW«� ,�GRQ·W� VHH�KRZ� \RX�
would fall for it, Sutapa. He knew nothing except for teasing girls. It was such a 
GLVJUDFH�WR�RXU�IDPLO\�QDPH«µ 



The Columbia Journal of Asia 

© 2022 Yuxin Chen VOL I , Issue 1 | 4 

Sutapa wondered exactly what was left in their family name. When Father was 
VWLOO�DOLYH��ZKHQ�WKH�WHD�EXVLQHVV�ZDVQ·W�\HW�EDQNUXSW��WKH\�GLG�KDYH�D�VL]DEOH�LQFRPH�
and general respect attached to their family name. Now Father was buried under a 
tombstone, their tea estates were put into liquidation, and her own salary was the only 
thing that kept them from being thrown out of the house by the landlord. Their family 
name was a radio with a splintered antenna, and her mother was still holding it 
desperately in the air, trying to catch a signal. 

6KH�GLG�QRW�OHW�KHU�PRWKHU·V�ZRUGs deter her and started going out with Badal 
shortly after. Her mother threw her disapproving glances when she returned. 
Siddhartha sometimes tailed them when they were out. She paid them no mind. 

)LYH�MR\IXO�ZHHNHQGV�ODWHU��6XWDSD�IRXQG�KHUVHOI�DW�%DGDO·V door, looking at the 
WZR�PHQ�LQ�IURQW�RI�KHU��%DGDO·V�KRXVH�ZDV�GLPO\�OLW��:KHQ�WKH�GRRU�ZDV�WKURZQ�RSHQ��
it was as if a streak of limelight shined through. She saw two unhappy sitters for an 
unhappy portrait, stuck in the confines of the doorframe, ready to be captured by a 
mechanical eye. 

The following week, she learned that Badal was captured by police for running 
DQ�XQOLFHQVHG�EXVLQHVV�DQG�HQJDJLQJ�LQ�´URZG\LVP�µ�6KH�NQHZ�WRR�ZHOO�ZKR�WLSSHG�
the police. She wanted to scream, but she kept her mouth shut. 
 

Tonight too she wanted to scream but she kept her mouth shut. Siddhartha 
was still fuming, still waiting for her to give some sort of response to his accusations. 

Sutapa got up from her bed, walked past her brother, and stood in front of the 
mirror. Her bedroom mirror was smaller than that of the dance room, but it was much 
cleaner, without any dust or grease stuck on the surface. Through the mirror, she felt 
WKDW�VKH��WRR��FRXOG�VHH�WKH�VPDOOHVW�WKLQJV��6KH�VDZ�WKH�EDFNVLGH�RI�6LGGKDUWKD·V�KHDG��
A lock of his hair was not smoothed and poking outwards. All of a sudden, the whole 
conversation that she was having, the whole memory that she was recalling, the whole 
house where she was living, felt absurd to her. 

´%URWKHU��KRZ�ZLOO�LW�EH�LI�,�JHW�LQWR�PRGHOLQJ"µ�VKH�DVNHG� 
7KDW� VHHPHG� WR� WKURZ� 6LGGKDUWKD� RXW� RI� NLOWHU�� ´0RGHOLQJ"µ� KH� VHHPHG�

genuinely confused. 
´,W·V�D�JRRG�SURIHVVLRQ��,W�SD\V�ZHOO��7KHVH�GD\V�TXLWH�D�ORW�RI�SHRSOH�DUH�GRLQJ�

LW�µ 
  ´6XSSRVH�WKH\�DVN�\RX�WR�ZHDU�VRPH�ULGLFXORXV�RXWILW"µ 

$UHQ·W� Ze all wearing some ridiculous outfit? She thought, DUHQ·W� ZH� DOO� WU\LQJ� WR� EH�
something that we are not? You with your out-of-practice ingratiation in the job market. Mother with 
her out-of-VW\OH�LQVLVWHQFH�RQ�KHU�´DULVWRFUDWLF�EDFNJURXQG�µ�0H�ZLWK�P\�RXW-of-town dance classes that 
NHSW�PH�XQWLO���R·FORFN��ZKHUH�,·P�PRVW�DW�P\VHOI��ZKHUH�,�FDQ�DOPRVW��DOPRVW�FRQYLQFH�P\VHOI�WKDW�LW�
was okay even if I cannot be someone else. 

´:KDW·V�ZURQJ�ZLWK�WKDW"�,�KDYH�D�EDG�ILJXUH�DQ\ZD\�µ 
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Siddhartha stood up. His confusion visibly slipped to frustration. Sutapa 
FDXJKW�KLV�DUP�MXVW�DV�KH�ZDV�DERXW�WR�EXUVW�RXW�RI�WKH�URRP��´&DOP�GRZQ��EURWKHU��
)ROORZ�PH�WR�WKH�WHUUDFH�µ�VKH�VDLG��´,�ZDQW�WR�VKRZ�\RX�VRPHWKLQJ�µ 

 A single light bulb hung above the terrace. In the open air, the stuffiness was 
no more. The sweat on her skin had all but evaporated, leaving behind a hint of 
coolness on her collarbone. Sutapa stepped into the patch of light on the cement 
ground with bare feet and imagined that she was on the hardwood floor, surrounded 
by mirrors. For the second time that night, she threw herself into the dance moves. 

´,·P�OHDUQLQJ�GDQFLQJ�µ�VKH�DQQRXQFHG�� 
´:KHQ"µ�6LGGKDUWKD�DVNHG� 
  ´,Q�WKH�HYHQLQJ��DIWHU�RIILFH�µ 
Siddhartha went quiet again. 
 As Sutapa twirled in the darkness, WKH�QLJKWWLPH�FLW\VFDSH�DQG�6LGGDUWKD·V�IDFH�

alternated before her eyes, Siddhartha with his knitted brows and pursed lips, the city 
with its tens of thousands of windows, each an emotionless eye. 

 After a long stretch of silence, Siddhartha opened his moXWK�� ´<RX·YH�
FKDQJHG�µ 

At that very moment, Sutapa thought of so many things. She wanted to say so 
many things. Do you remember, brother, she thought, how we used to spend the Puja holidays in 
Deoghar? We were so little then. I was six and you were seven. We went to chase a bird on the first 
GD\�ZH�DUULYHG��'R�\RX�VWLOO�UHPHPEHU"�6RPH�ELUGV�ZHUH�PDNLQJ�WKH�PRVW�EHDXWLIXO�VRXQGV��:H�KDGQ·W�
heard anything like it. I grabbed you by the arm and we clambered through the woods on the little hill. 
It was then that I had a bad fall. The slope was slippery after the rain, and I tripped. When I got 
myself back onto my feet, my dress was all messed up and I was covered in mud and leaves. Can you 
picture that? Do you remember what I did? I screamed. I threw a terrible, terrible tantrum. A flock 
of birds was startled and took flight from the canopies. Gone was the chance of finding that mystery 
bird. 

Do you remember what you did back then, Siddhartha? I bet you do not. You lay on the 
muddy ground right beside me, you rolled around, you laughed and you squeaked. I understood that 
it was your way of telling me that it was alright. It was alright to take a fall. It was alright to come 
out of it all dirty and unseemly. It was alright to scream, to vent, to hurl your fury like a rock. 

In the many years that followed, more than once I wanted to scream as I did back then. But 
,�DP�QR�ORQJHU�VL[��,�ZHDU�D�VDUL�LQVWHDG�RI�D�IURFN��:KDW�,·YH�JDWKHUHG�LV�WKDW�,·YH�DOUHDG\�SDVVHG�
the stage where it was permissible to scream when I felt like it. In the end, I am the one in the 
glasshouse, I am the one in the limelight, I am the one in front of ten thousand windows, ten thousand 
emotionless eyes. And when I scream, people would point at me. They would talk. 

And instead of joining me in my wordless fury, brother, you would just purse your lips and 
frown at me as I scrambled in the mud. What was it that sealed your mouth and bound your limbs? 
Was it guilt? Was it pity? Was it your superiority intermingled with inferiority? Was it fear of 
acknowledging that I, too, can take everything from you, if I so choose? 

´(YHU\RQH�FKDQJHV�µ�LQ�WKH�HQG�VKH�VLPSO\�VDLG��´\RX·YH�FKDQJHG�WRR�µ
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