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	darshan





before the temple opens, i trace you

in rice flour on the courtyard stone 

each loop a name i was told not to say

in the presence of my mother's gods.





the kolam is a door. i have been

standing in it all my life, the threshold

wet with last night's rain, my feet

pressing the white lines into mud.





i know how the body becomes an offering

you pour ghee until the flame

doesn't know the difference

between itself and the hand that feeds it.





in the innermost room, the deity wears

jasmine the way you wore my hair loose,

fingers unworking each braid

like a sutra i had almost memorized.





monsoon comes and the kolam dissolves

all my careful geometry, unraveled,

running in white rivers toward the gutter.

this is also a form of worship.





i have prayed the same prayer

in two languages and neither one

has a word for what i wanted

when i knelt before you in the dark.





the priest says: she who is seen, sees. darshan, the seeing that is also touch. i stood at the threshold and looked and whatever looked back was not merciful





and was not the goddess

and had your hands.










what my mother taught me about hunger





she said: eat only after the gods have eaten.

so i learned to wait. to set the plate

before the brass figures, watch the incense

curl its one slow question toward the ceiling,





and call that patience. call that love.

in the kitchen she is always

doing two things at once / her hands

folding roti while her mouth moves in prayer,





multitasking the sacred. i learned this too.

to want you while chopping the coriander,

to think of your collarbone

while the mustard seeds split in hot oil,





each one a small, dark going-off.

the body keeps its own calendar.

i have been hungry on the right days,

fasted correctly, rinsed the rice





until the water ran clear. but there is

a wanting my mother has no recipe for,

the kind that opens in the chest

like a window in the rainy season





sudden, and everything getting wet.

she taught me a body is a house

you keep clean for god.

i have been keeping mine





for you instead. at the cutting board,

thumb pressing the flat of the knife,

i think: this is also an altar.





the way grief and desire

smell identical when they cook.

i set no plate for this hunger.

i eat before anyone can stop me.










Apologia for the wrong kind of love





They said: a woman's body is a house built for leaving. So I left it differently. I took you into every room my mother had swept clean for someone else's son & I let you stay. I want you to know I have read all the texts. I know which flowers are auspicious & which ones you bring only to the dead, & I brought you jasmine anyway, because jasmine doesn't care what the occasion is, because wanting has never once asked my permission before arriving.





What no one tells you about devotion is that it has the same texture as disobedience. The same heat in the sternum. The same way the hands reach before the mind can negotiate. When I touch you I am not being brave, bravery implies I weighed the cost & chose. I am being something older than brave. I am being a woman in a story that was never written for me, turning the last page anyway, finding it blank, writing us into the white.





My grandmother's hands were trained to the shape of prayer pressed flat, held at the chest, offered upward. Mine have learned a different liturgy. Still, I think she would recognize the posture. The way I am always reaching toward something I cannot name in the language I was given. The way I hold you the way you hold what you cannot afford to lose.





I know the word for what we are in three languages & none of them are kind. So I am making a fourth. It starts with the sound your name makes in my mouth when I am not trying to say anything holy & it comes out holy anyway. It ends the way all good prayers end: not with an answer, but with the silence that means I hear you. I hear you. I hear you.










Anatomy of a leaving



i.



there is a word in tamil for the space between two people who once shared a body / i have been told this is not true, that i invented it the way i invent most of what i need.

still. the space exists. i know its weight, its temperature at 4am, the way it breathes.



ii.



what i remember is not your face but the inventory of your skin — the mole at the inside of your wrist, the scar you never explained that i traced anyway, cartographer

of what you didn't offer. i memorized you like prayers i didn't understand: by the body first, the meaning later, sometimes never. the body keeps its own kind of faith.



iii.



my mother says grief is just love with nowhere to go. she means this as comfort.

i think of water behind a dam. all that pressure. all that nowhere. how i still reach for you in the dark the way the hand reaches for the light switch

automatic, faithful, finding only wall. how the wall does not apologize. how i have stopped asking it to.




























water





we know how to wait for rain the way you wait for a letter

you have already written the reply to.



we know the smell of wet earth before the first drop / petrichor, which is just the word for i knew you were coming.





we know how to fill a vessel without spilling,

how to carry it on the head, spine straight,

the whole body a prayer for balance.



we know which rivers have names and which ones are just called the river, because some things don't need to be distinguished from themselves.





we know that a woman crying in the kitchen

is not crying. she is seasoning.





we know how to wash the body of someone we love

when they can no longer do it themselves 

how tenderness can live entirely in the hands,

how the hands can say what the mouth has not

been taught the words for.





we know a river doesn't stop

because someone stands in its way.

we know this because we have stood in the way.

we know this because we are also the river.





we know what it is to be poured from one vessel into another and called by a different name. we know what it is to take that name and make it mean something else entirely  to hold it up to the light until it becomes our own.





we are still learning this.

we are teaching it to our daughters.

we are teaching it to the daughters

who do not yet know they are ours.










inventory of a body in translation





i am still learning the word for what i am



in my grandmother's tongue.

 

the dictionary gives me daughter.

the dictionary gives me unmarried.

the dictionary gives me not yet, not yet, not yet.



 

somewhere between chennai and here

i dropped a syllable i cannot find.

i have checked the airport.

i have checked my mother's face

when she looks at me

and looks away.



 

what the monsoon knows is that

everything returns

in a different form.

the river is not the same river.

the girl is not the same girl.



 

i have been practicing

how to want things quietly

the way you learn to walk

in a house where someone is always sleeping.

socked feet & held breath &

the careful body.



 

one grandmother's hands.

one language with a hole in it.

one name that means something different

depending on who is saying it.

one body that has loved wrongly

and completely

and does not know which of these

to apologize for.
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