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Disclaimer

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
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A Princess is Born
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A long time ago, King Vikram ruled over a tiny kingdom in India. He and his queen, Tara, followed the Rule Book for Royals in everything that they did. They believed they were superior to everyone else because that’s what the rule book said. They lived in their own world, admiring their kingliness and queenliness and making more rules to keep commoners away.

One beautiful day, when the sky was a clear blue and the air was filled with the fragrance of spring flowers, a princess was born to the king and the queen. They named her Akhila.

The first thing that Akhila did was cry. She cried so hard that her face turned purple. Neela, her nurse, tried to quieten her. But Akhila screwed up her face and clenched her tiny hands and wailed even louder.

Queen Tara pressed her palms to her ears. When the crying did not stop, she ordered Neela to take Akhila to the nursery. “Teach her to behave as a princess should!”

“Your highness! Akhila is a baby. All babies cry as soon as they are born! It shows that they are healthy!”

“Only common babies cry. Akhila is a princess. The rule book does not allow anyone of royal blood to shriek or cry. Take her away and train her.”

“Your majesty, Akhila might stop crying if you hold her,” Neela said. “You are her mother.”

Queen Tara refused. Holding Akhila would mean spoiling her. It was written in the Rule Book. “You have one month,” she told Neela. “The king and I shall visit the nursery after a month. Teach the princess royal manners by then.”

Neela took Akhila into the nursery. It was a grand room, but dark and gloomy. All rooms in the palace were like that because the queen wanted the windows to be kept shut and covered with heavy drapes. She believed only commoners let something as ordinary as sunlight into their homes.

Neela held Akhila close. She kissed her forehead and crooned to her. “Darling Girl! You didn’t behave badly! You were as good as gold! All babies cry when they are born.”

Neela was related to the royal family and knew all the rules. That was why Queen Tara had chosen her. But Neela loved children. She wanted them to be happy and follow only those rules that were good for them.
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One month later, Neela received word that the king and the queen were coming to see Akhila. She fed Akhila before they arrived because babies often cry when they are hungry and she did not want Akhila to cry during her parents’ visit.

“Has the princess learned royal manners?” the king asked Neela as soon as he arrived with Queen Tara. “She has disappointed us by screaming and crying like a common baby.”

“Princess Akhila will not cry now, your majesty,” Neela said, even though no one can tell what babies will do next.

The king went to the golden crib. Akhila neither smiled nor cried, and he was pleased. But then he wrinkled his nose. “What’s that unpleasant smell? The princess is stinking!”

“Oh! She must have pooped. I’ll change her diaper in a moment, your majesty,” Neela said.

The king quickly moved back. He pressed a perfumed handkerchief to his nose. Queen Tara swayed on her feet. She took the king’s arm, and they left the nursery.

The king and the queen visited Akhila once every month. The rule book allowed royal parents to see their children only once a month.

The visits did not go well. King Vikram and Queen Tara were more often annoyed than pleased with the little princess. She drooled when she gurgled. She pooped and peed in her diaper. Sometimes she cried. Once, she even sneezed in front of them! She was turning out to be quite common.

When Akhila turned one, Neela brought her to live in a small palace on the hill. That was the rule. Royal children lived away from their parents from the age of one to seven. They could visit the palace only when their parents sent for them.

When Neela brought Akhila out of the palace, she gazed up at the sky. “That’s the sky. It’s blue. Do you like the sky, Akhila?” Neela asked.

“Like sky,” Akhila said, laughing and pointing to a white, fluffy cloud. She saw a bird fly and clapped gleefully.

Akhila loved her new home. Neela spent hours with her in the garden. She pointed out sights on the surrounding hills. “Those are trees,” she said. Akhila looked at the row of fir trees and laughed. “Like trees!”

Akhila was interested in everything that she saw. She loved being outdoors. As soon as she could walk, she picked flowers. When she grew a little older, she wanted to explore the world outside the garden. Neela took her on picnics on the hillside. Sometimes, they met the children of shepherds who brought goats and sheep to graze. Akhila made friends with them and joined in their games.

Neela knew she could be punished. She was breaking rules by taking Akhila outside the palace and letting her make friends with commoners. But she loved Akhila and could never refuse her anything. She let her bring in flowers and keep the windows open.

Two years later, Queen Tara sent word that Neela should bring Akhila to the palace.

“We are going to see your mother! She will adore you!” Neela said as she dressed Akhila for the visit.

But when they stepped inside the dark and dreary palace, Akhila grabbed Neela’s hand. “I want to go home! I don’t like it here!”

Queen Tara’s maids surrounded them. “Quick! We have to prepare you for the visit! Her Majesty has made a new rule! Whoever goes to see her must bathe with scented water.”

Neela tried to stop them. But they wouldn’t listen. They sent her out, bathed Akhila, and dressed her in clothes the queen had ordered for the visit. Akhila did not understand what was happening. Her fear grew as the women took her into the queen’s chamber.

Dressed in black and gold and with a crown on her head, Queen Tara sat on a high throne. When Akhila saw her, she screamed and started bawling. The queen could not bear the noise. She clapped her hands on her ears and ran out of the room. 

The visit frightened Akhila so much that she did not leave Neela’s side for three days.
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A year passed. The queen sent for Akhila again. This time, too, Akhila cried on seeing her. It was the same story the next year.

“There’s nothing to be frightened of,” Neela told her repeatedly when the queen sent word the following year. Akhila was six. She was a happy and friendly child with a quick mind. She had already learned four hundred rules from the rule book. But she still clung to her fear of the palace.

“I don’t want to go. Please tell the queen that I’m not well enough. Tell her my stomach hurts,” she pleaded with Neela.

“Queen Tara is your mother. You only have to greet her and answer if she asks you anything.”

“I don’t like it in the palace.”

“You are only going to visit and not live in the palace. You will spend a little time with her majesty and return. That’s all.”

“Can’t you come into the chamber with me?” Akhila asked.

“Darling Girl! I can’t do that. Queen Tara wants to see you and not both of us. But I’ll be waiting for you outside.”

“May I take Chun-Mun with me? He’ll be quiet if I tell him to.”

Chun-Mun was Akhila’s pet rabbit. She liked to carry him about in a basket.

“No, dear. You can’t take Chun-Mun,” Neela said. “You mustn’t even speak about him. The rule book says no pets. Remember? Pets bring germs.”

“The rule book is stupid.”

Neela dressed Akhila in silk and arranged her hair with jeweled pins. “How pretty you look!” she said and showed Akhila the mirror.

“I don’t. The pins hurt, and my shoes pinch!”

Neela adjusted the pins and changed Akhila’s shoes. “Better now? Let’s go.”

Akhila was quiet during the carriage ride. When they arrived at the palace, she said, “I can do this.”

She took a deep breath and followed a guard into the palace. Back straight and head held high, she looked every inch a royal princess. The palace was as gloomy as on her earlier visits. “I can do this!” Akhila repeated silently and kept walking. Queen Tara’s maids bathed her in scented water and dressed her in a brocade gown. They stuck more pins into her hair and fixed a heavy tiara on her head.

Akhila’s heart beat faster as she went into her mother’s chamber. Once again, Queen Tara was sitting on her high throne. Akhila bowed low to her and said in a low, soft voice, “Queen Mother, May the Sun and the Moon grow pale in front of your brilliance!”

Queen Tara nodded, pleased with Akhila’s correct greeting. She told Akhila to rise and come closer. Akhila stood up and tripped on the hem of her gown. She fell facedown, which was something a princess ought never to do! Queen Tara told her maids to remove Akhila from the chamber and bring Neela in. She warned Neela that she would be punished if Akhila did not improve.
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