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      The Temple

      In a scenic corner of India, beside sparkling fields and across from a jungle, near rain-bejewelled coffee plants lined with areca trees and pepper vines, a small temple nestles, slowly going to ruin. It has seen many generations come and go; it is hiding countless secrets deep within its crumbling walls. Woodlice have burrowed into its pillars and anthills adorn its steps and cling to its small veranda. Cobwebs stretch from one end of the temple bell to the other (once gleaming yellow, now tarnished rust; once heralding devotees and massaged by a thousand pious palms, now caressed by silvery skeins of spidery secretions and frantic with the frenzied patter of trapped insects).

      Peepal trees have conspired to form a canopy over the temple, hiding it from the world. Warm air, infused with the zesty tang of ripening pepper and the smokiness of coffee, hangs respectfully still around the temple, loath to disturb the sombre peace.

      A falling-down cottage is just visible between the columns of deciduous roots gracing the temple courtyard, which are almost as tall as the overgrown trees to which they belong. The disintegrating, moss-steeped walls of the cottage glow orange-gold in the shafts of sunlight occasionally piercing the vibrant green awning of branches, playing hide-and-seek with the ants that scurry around, searching for crumbs. The wall of tumbledown bricks surrounding the temple and the cottage is almost completely covered with velvet moss.

      From certain angles, with its foliage-festooned steps leading up to its open cave of a mouth, lush vegetation parting to afford a tantalising glimpse of the deity within, its small shrine draped with vine and creeper garlands, its offerings of rotting leaves and mulchy bark, the temple looks as if it is smiling; a slumbering child experiencing happy dreams.
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      Mumbai, India, Now

      Kavya hears the landline ringing as she puffs up the stairs to the flat – she recognises it as hers from the ringtone. Loud and strident. It will most likely be her mother. (Fitting then, the ringtone.) Everyone else has her mobile number. She considers leaving it, taking her time up the stairs. She’s not quite ready to have the conversation she knows she must with her mother. But… what if it’s an emergency? What if something’s happened?

      She sprints up, cursing for the millionth time, the fact that she lives on the fifth floor, cursing Balu, the lift attendant who keeps promising to call the engineer to fix the broken (permanently, it seems) elevator and then sits about smoking and gossiping with the gatekeeper. He pulls a suitably sad face and shrugs his shoulders when Kavya grumbles to him, scratching his head and drawling, languidly, ‘Engineer is coming, naa, give him some time. This time of year is very busy for him.’

      As Kavya pauses to take a breath – noting that the phone has stopped ringing and feeling stupidly relieved – she thinks back to the several rants she has voiced at the tenants’ meetings, trying time and again to rouse the residents against Mr Nandkishore, president of the Tenants’ Association, who is in cahoots with the landlord and lets things slide.

      What a waste of energy that I could have put to better use!

      She has tried talking to the other residents when passing them on the stairs, attempting to make them enraged enough to dislodge Mr Nandkishore. She even tried to bribe them with those divine cream buns from Hazmat Bakery once – the last time she’s spending good money on them. They agree with her, but when push comes to shove, side with Mr Nandkishore – who, she has since found out, makes sure they get certain concessions, including leeway when paying the rent. Which is why they are lukewarm towards her righteous anger, lethargic despite the perpetually broken lift, despite having to climb endless flights of stairs.

      But this is the absolute limit, she thinks as she shifts her shopping from one hand to another. She cannot remember the last time the lift was working.

      ‘Tell the landlord I have exposed him on that blog that rates rental properties,’ she raged the last time she saw Mr Nandkishore.

      ‘Arre, who will listen to your lone dissenting voice when everyone else is happy?’ Mr Nandkishore had said with a smirk.

      ‘They’re not happy. They keep quiet because you bribe them,’ she had spat.

      ‘Move, if you’re not happy,’ Mr Nandkishore had said, grinning, expertly skirting the issue of the bribes.

      But Kavya likes her flat. Aside from the fact that it is on the fifth floor, it is perfectly suited to her needs. She likes its central location, likes that it is a two-minute walk away from the train station. Besides, why should she move? It would be accepting defeat; it would be bowing down and giving in.

      She has always told herself and anyone who will listen, plus her mother, who won’t, that she will live her life on her terms only – not her mother’s or Mr Nandkishore’s or the landlord’s.

      But now, after the events of the past few weeks, she’s not so sure…

      She pauses on the stairs and closes her eyes, trying to chase away the upset that swamps her.

      It’s over. You’ve survived. Pick yourself up now and look ahead.

      ‘You are a warrior.’ She hears her beloved grandmother’s voice in her ear, pictures her eyes twinkling with pride when she says it and is struck by a sudden pang to see her, speak with her, explain her situation. Her grandmother would understand and sympathise. Unlike her mother…

      ‘You were born screaming. Ready for a fight. A tomboy. Hai! What shall I do with you?’ Her mother’s vociferous tones push away her grandmother’s soft, soothing presence inside her head. Her mother, eyes flashing fire, hitting her forehead with her palm. ‘You should be a lawyer, the way you argue with me.’

      Which is precisely why Kavya hasn’t become a lawyer. Or a doctor. Or an engineer. Or pursued ‘something respectable’ – she hears those two words in her mother’s voice, spiked with disappointment.

      The phone has started up again. She charges up the stairs – as fast as she can, which is not fast at all. Everything, including the gym, has been on hold since she—

      Oh God, she cannot think about it, not now when the phone call is most likely her mother. It will require all of her energy just to field her mother’s incessant prying once Kavya informs her of her decision.

      Out of breath, she fumbles with the key and pushes open the door to her flat.

      ‘Hello,’ she pants, her palms hurting from where the shopping bags have dug into the flesh. She looks at the bags, by the door where she unceremoniously plonked them as she came in, and sighs at the spreading puddle underneath them. The eggs? Or the tomatoes that she spent an age selecting, making sure she got the juiciest ones, fancying a salad to chase away the headache that’s been rippling through her skull?

      Her mood is not improved when she hears her mother’s voice yelling, ‘Is that you, Kavya?’

      She’s tempted to yell right back, ‘Who else could it be?’

      ‘Kavya?’ her mother’s voice thunders down the line.

      Why does her mother always shout when speaking on the phone?

      ‘Yes, Ma. I’m right here.’

      ‘What’s the matter? Why are you huffing and puffing, sounding like you have a herd of elephants chasing you?’ Her mother chuckles. ‘Speaking of elephants, you’ll never believe what…’

      Now that Kavya has discerned from her mother’s familiar greeting, her tone of voice, that nothing catastrophic has occurred, irritation buds, chafing, overflowing, despite all her resolutions, after every altercation with her mother, to be nice the next time.

      ‘I sound breathless because I am! I ran all the way up the stairs, thinking it was an emergency. How many times have I told you not to keep calling unless it’s urgent, Ma?’

      She hears the petulant whine in her voice and bites her lip. Why does her mother reduce her to a whinging thirteen-year-old every single time? Why does Kavya let her?

      ‘What do you mean “don’t keep calling”? If I don’t, then I might never get to speak to you, what with your “busy” life.’

      How can her mother make a perfectly ordinary word like ‘busy’ sound so obscene, so worthy of disdain?

      ‘I want to speak to my only daughter at least once a week, thank you very much. I think that constitutes “urgent” in my book…’

      Kavya sighs. Her mother is nothing if not tenacious. If she has made up her mind to speak to Kavya, she will, even if it means having to keep ringing on and off all day and into the evening until Kavya gives in and answers the phone.

      Kavya closes her eyes and leans against the wall as she catches her breath. She wants to strip down to her underwear and lie down under the fan. She wants to open the fridge, pull out the bottles that survived last night’s binge and down them to drown her troubles.

      She wants to hide in the folds of her grandma’s voluminous sari skirts like she used to as a child when she was wanted by her mother for some infraction or other, breathing in the scent of stale talc, old celebrations and mothballs, comfort and sweat. It was unfortunate that wanting to be with her grandmother meant that she had to also endure her mother’s censure emanating off her in chagrin-scented waves; her mother’s smell when Kavya was around: disapproval and heartache.

      What would you do if you found out the truth, Ma?

      She wants to run away from her mother’s forceful voice in her ear, back down the stairs, out into the bustle and throb of humanity, and keep walking until she comes to the sea, letting the warm waves lap over her feet and ankles, her thighs, her waist.

      ‘I have elephants on my mind,’ her mother says.

      Outside, the world moves on, while in her apartment, her supposed haven, Kavya is catapulted back into childhood and young adulthood. No matter how far she goes, she can never outrun her mother’s upset, her displeasure in her. And it is only going to get worse when Kavya tells her ma that she has decided this career is not for her – the bland statement hiding a truth her mother must never know as she will never be able to handle it.

      Kavya shudders, tempted to put down the phone, but her mother would just ring again. And keep on ringing. Not accepting no for an answer.

      Once, in the midst of a raging argument, Kavya had unplugged the phone and her mother had called old Mr Singh next door who, despite being short of hearing, heard Kavya’s mother’s summons, so insistent was her stubbornness in getting hold of her daughter. How she had Mr Singh’s number, Kavya doesn’t know. But if there is one thing Kavya has learned, it is not to underestimate her mother when she wants something. This is why it gives Kavya particular pleasure that so far, she has managed to resist her mother’s attempts to slot her into a neat little box – to shape Kavya according to her ambitions and desires for her.

      So far yes, but… She sighs deeply, then pulls herself together. I might be defeated but I am not giving in. I have no choice but to go back, yes, but it is only a temporary measure until I figure out what to do…

      In the small strip of land generously called ‘the garden’ five storeys below, the mali is half-heartedly tending to the plants, the hibiscus like open red palms bestowing blessings, the sunny smiles of marigolds. The watchman at the gate waves a car in and manoeuvres another, wanting to leave, into waiting in a corner, while at the same time talking non-stop to Balu the lift attendant, who is smoking perfect rings into the sky as he watches the drama unfold. The man in the waiting car puts his head out of the window and curses at the gatekeeper (Kavya can’t hear anything from up here, even with the windows wide open, but she can guess what is being said). The gatekeeper remains unperturbed by the driver’s agitation, pausing in his directing to guffaw, bony shoulders shaking with mirth, presumably at something Balu has said.

      Outside the gates, by the roadside, a boy skips in the puddles left behind from the morning’s rain. Rickshaws honk, cars horn, each trying to edge past the other, none of them giving an inch. Chickens from the slums by the pipeline dance on to the road, making the creeping traffic even slower, the drivers even edgier – the exhaust- and petrol-scented air rent by the cacophony of horns and swearing that is the soundtrack to Mumbai’s streets, faint strains of which drift in through the windows of Kavya’s flat.

      Cows nudge their way through the traffic, the mess of sweaty, shouting drivers and overcooked passengers. The children from the slums sit astride the pipeline inside which some of them sleep at night and, plucking at their raggedy clothes, their matted hair, they chant songs in tune to the honks – Kavya knows this because she has heard them while walking to and from work. She watches their mouths move, their grimy, hunger-ravaged faces alight with smiles as they note the ever-increasing frustration of the stalled drivers.

      The paan and chaat stall by the gate to her apartment complex does brisk business. A woman shoves a whole panipuri into her mouth while keeping a phone pressed to her ear. Men stand outside the small shop selling tandoori chicken and egg bhurji, eating and gossiping and holding on to their paper plates as they jump out of the way of cars spraying streams of dirty water as the traffic finally starts moving. Pedestrians check watches, talk into their phones, walk to work, walk away from work.

      Work. She doesn’t want to think about her (disastrous) acting career, although her mind hovers, dredging up the humiliation.

      All she ever wanted was to get away, do something under her own steam, something not mapped out for her. She wanted to break the mould, not lead a boring, conventional life like her parents.

      Well, you have definitely done that! a voice in her head chimes.

      She thinks of this morning, serving tea and coffee to tourists – something her mother doesn’t know about, her working in a café while waiting for her career to take off. Sweaty tourists, wiping their faces and commenting on the heat and talking about the sudden shower and asking her for tea and then no, make it mango juice instead, and leaving her five measly rupees as tip.

      ‘Kavya?’ her mother shouts in her ear.

      ‘I’m here, Ma.’

      ‘You’ll never guess who I bumped into at the post office…’

      Kavya sighs. Here it comes, the first point on her mother’s agenda. She imagines a list in her mother’s big, bossy handwriting: 1) Make Kavya realise what she is missing out on because of her dog-headed wilfulness; try to spur her on by offering a little competition.

      Her mother is waiting, breathing impatiently down the line, and so Kavya says, ‘Who?’ Knowing her mother will tell her anyway, whether she wants to hear whatever titbit she is about to offer or not.

      ‘Your high-school classmate, Vidya. Remember her? Short. Bespectacled. Unruly hair. Nowhere near as pretty or as bright as you…’

      ‘Ma—’

      ‘But now, she is a jet-setting software engineer, working at a multinational company in Bangalore. Regularly travels all over the world.’

      ‘Good for her.’

      ‘And she’s married to a doctor and is pregnant! Glowing. She looks amazing.’

      Kavya shuts her eyes tight against the tears that threaten, salty heat in her mouth. She has shed enough tears. Move on. Look forward. Her chant, her mantra.

      ‘She’s visiting her parents, which is how I bumped into her…’ her mother is saying.

      ‘Ma, I don’t want to get married. Not quite yet…’ Kavya says, wearily. They’ve had versions of this conversation too many times to count.

      ‘Who said anything about getting married? I was just telling you about your school friend… Although, if you just said the word, there are a few eligible men I’ve had my eye on who would be perfect for you…’

      ‘Ma—’

      ‘You’re not getting any younger. Soon, all the good men will be taken and you will be left with nothing. And after thirty it is much harder to have children, you know. Infertility increases. There’s more risk of children being born unhealthy.’

      A tear escapes, travelling down her cheek. Kavya furiously rubs it away, her anger at herself transferring to her mother. ‘Ma, for the last time, I don’t want to get married or have children just yet…’

      Unless it’s with the right person and I thought… Oh…

      ‘Then when? Is it too much to expect grandchildren from my only daughter before I wither and die?’

      If only you knew…

      ‘Ma, I cannot think of marriage or children at the moment. I’m still figuring out what to do with my life!’

      A pause. Then, ‘I thought this was why you are in Mumbai, so far away from us. Because acting is what you want to do with your life.’

      Kavya takes a deep breath. She might as well say it now and be done with it. Although all she’s planning to tell her mother is that her acting career is over and she’s coming home, she feels horribly unprepared. But then, how do you prepare for this, especially with a mother such as hers? ‘Ma, I’m glad you called… I was going to call you anyway.’

      ‘Ha! That would be the day! How many times since you moved to Mumbai have you voluntarily called home, tell me?’ And then, her voice lowering a notch, worry beading through it, ‘Why? What’s happened? Are you okay?’

      ‘I’m fine.’ I’m not.

      As if her mother has read her mind, she asks, ‘Have you been ill?’

      Oh Ma, I have. Desperately… Only not in the way you think. ‘No, but…’

      ‘Do you have enough money?’

      Kavya is ambushed by the annoyance that flares so quickly where her mother is concerned. Now she’s started to tell her, she just wants to get it over with. ‘Ma, can you let me finish—’

      ‘Ah, there she goes, blaming me again! To think of all we have done for you…’

      ‘Oh God, not again with the emotional blackmail—’

      ‘What emotional blackmail? I’m just stating the truth…’

      Her mother sounds suitably hurt. Kavya pictures her all-too-familiar pout and sighs again. She seems to constantly vacillate between guilt and frustration when talking to her mother. After taking another deep breath she says, in a placatory voice, ‘Look, you don’t need to persuade me—’

      ‘As if I can persuade you to do anything! When I call, why do you assume that I want you to do something? Can’t I just call to chat to my daughter?’ Her mother’s voice rises to a falsetto.

      Ha! Her mother calls with one goal only: to convince Kavya to ‘give up your madness and come home’ – her words, delivered in an uncompromising voice, as if stating an inviolable fact, at some point during every conversation, which only makes Kavya more determined to stay right where she is.

      ‘Anyway, what don’t I need to persuade you about?’ Her mother’s voice keen now, all pretence of hurt brushed off.

      ‘I… I was thinking…’ Oh God, this is excruciating. ‘I’ve come to the conclusion that acting is not the right career for me.’ She says it defiantly, her voice too loud.

      Silence.

      Kavya has achieved the impossible and managed to render her mother speechless for more than a minute.

      ‘Ma?’ She leans against the wall and closes her eyes as she waits for the verbal volley her mother is preparing to lob.

      ‘You…’ Her mother sounds unsure at first, then, all in a rush: ‘This is what we’ve been telling you all this while! You would have known this sooner if you weren’t so obstinate, if you had listened to us.’

      ‘That’s right, Ma, rub it in, why don’t you?’ Her voice trembles and she despises herself for this show of weakness.

      ‘Kavya,’ her mother’s voice soft, her empathy hurting more than her nagging, the tears Kavya has tried to hold back running freely down her cheeks. ‘It’s a tough industry to break into—’

      ‘You think I don’t know that?’ Kavya’s tone is sharp to hide her upset. ‘Why do you think I’m giving up?’ She hates saying this. Hates it. She who mulishly never gives up even when it is the only option (as her mother likes to remind her time and again; not meaning it as a compliment either).

      She wants to shout the truth, tell her mother that she did break into the seemingly impenetrable world of Bollywood, that she was well on her way to making a success of this career she had chosen for herself, until she made one bad decision and it all crumbled around her…

      ‘You could have saved yourself time and heartbreak if—’ her mother begins, and then stops as if realising she has said too much again. It must take all of her considerable willpower to not finish that sentence and Kavya feels a sudden rush of affection for her. ‘Anyway, what’s done is done.’ Her mother’s voice is brisk. ‘So you’re definitely packing up and coming home?’

      Kavya looks around the flat – her home for the last few years, the place that has witnessed her cloud-tasting highs and bone-crushing lows, and, recently, her hurt, her anguish and her heartbreak. She looks out of the window at her own little slice of the city she has come to love, vast and busy and alive. She thinks of the decision she’s arrived at, finally, a decision that has loomed over her, that she has agonised over and postponed – to give up, go home, although every instinct screams for her to stay and fight.

      But…

      There’s no way she can win this. Nagesh is too powerful, knows too many people.

      The audition two nights ago was the last straw. The director, a friend of Nagesh’s with whom they had dined many times, had taken one look at her, a lip-curling sneer that said it all, and called, ‘Next!’

      It had taken all of her strength not to yell at him and make a scene – it would only serve to make her look deranged. Instead she had kept her head up high as she walked away, the long line of wannabe actresses staring at her and whispering among themselves. She knew that by the time she was on the metro home, everyone in that line would know her story. A cautionary tale for all of them.

      But then she had heard so many such tales herself when she was starting out and they hadn’t stopped her…

      The industry, the well-oiled machine that is Bollywood, has closed up around Nagesh, shutting her out, and that is that.

      She shuts her eyes, takes a deep breath. ‘Yes. I am coming home.’

      ‘Good.’ Her mother’s voice sounds satisfied, as if she has orchestrated all of this herself. ‘You’ve seen sense at last and it couldn’t have come at a better time. Your ajji needs you.’

      ‘Ajji, why? Has something happened to her?’ A sliver of panic threading up her spine. Ajji. Kavya’s ally, her cheerleader and staunchest supporter.

      ‘She’s fine. But you know all the hoo-ha that’s been happening over in Doddanahalli?’

      ‘Doddanahalli? Where’s…’ Then, as the memory of coffee plants stretching into the distance nudges her, ‘That village we stay at on the way to Da’s…’

      ‘Yes, that very one.’

      ‘What hoo-ha?’

      ‘The elephant rampage.’

      ‘What? Did you just say elephant—?’

      ‘Never mind listening to me. Haven’t you been watching the news?’

      ‘Doddanahalli has made the national news?’ A tiny village, no more than a cluster of shops flanking the road.

      ‘Yes! Where have you been?’

      Getting drunk, trying to forget myself. The thought of saying it aloud and hearing the shock in her mother’s voice makes her smile.

      ‘Are you very upset about having to leave there, Kukki?’ her mother asks, her voice gentle.

      Hearing her childhood nickname and the tenderness in her mother’s voice brings a lump to Kavya’s throat.

      ‘I’m fine, Ma,’ she mumbles, although she definitely isn’t, for she feels an urge to reach down the telephone line to her mother and bury her face and her woes in her shoulder, like she used to do at family functions when she was very little, taking comfort from playing with strands of her mother’s hair, the smell of coconut oil and security. Her mother would hold her tight, knowing Kavya was tired of meeting all the numerous aunts and uncles and that her cheeks hurt from where they had pinched them, all those fleshy, sweaty aunts sporting leering orange mouths dripping like vampires (she eventually discovered that it was just paan – harmless – but that was much later) and uncles who smelt sour and did not smile at all.

      When did that change? When did Kavya stop being the little girl who could look up at her mother in a certain way and her mother would know exactly what she wanted, read her mind and offer the solace she needed?

      As Kavya grew up and became independent (‘I’m not Kukki, my name is Kavya. K. A. V. Y. A!’), first refusing to wear the clothes, the salwars and ghagras that her mother chose for her, and then refusing to go to the functions altogether, and the endless arguments started, her father hiding behind his newspaper, her grandmother the gentle arbitrator, perhaps it was then…

      ‘Are you sure?’ her mother’s voice still tender and uncharacteristically soft. Ironically, even though she is softer and thus harder to hear, it makes Kavya feel as if her mother is closer, right beside her, almost.

      ‘Yes, Ma,’ she says and realises with some surprise that her voice sounds almost as tender as her mother’s. ‘Now tell me what’s happened—’

      Her mother doesn’t need much urging. ‘You know the coffee plantation resort on the outskirts of Doddanahalli where we stay overnight?’

      Kavya pictures the sprawling hotel that was the plantation owner’s residence during colonial rule, with spacious rooms looking out on to manicured lawns and the coffee estate beyond. They always stop there on the way to and from her father’s ancestral home in Coorg. She loves to walk among the tall coffee plants, the plump, lush beans turning from green to red, some yellow, the taste of burgeoning life with the bitter undertone of ripening coffee. ‘Yes.’

      ‘You know there’s a jungle surrounding it?’

      ‘How can I not? You always warn me not to go into the jungle when I set out on my walk.’

      ‘With good reason, as it happens. One morning last week, a wild elephant got separated from its herd, and went on a rampage, right across the plantation. It was finally caught and reunited with its herd – not before it caused significant damage, though. And then the men cataloguing the destruction saw something gleaming in the foliage across the road from the plantation. You know, where the jungle encroaches onto the fields. We drive by there.’

      Kavya can picture it. Driving out of the plantation gates and joining the road, the jungle on one side, giving way to fields on the other. ‘Yes. What was gleaming?’

      ‘You’ll never guess!’ Her mother can’t keep the thrill from her voice.

      ‘Tell me then.’ Her excitement, throbbing down the line, is contagious.

      Her mother does love to narrate a tale. She makes a production of telling a story. No wonder, then, that Kavya chose acting over the more sedate professions like engineering and medicine that her mother was pushing her towards – she takes after her.

      Kavya had put forward this argument when announcing her wish to move to Mumbai and try her hand at acting, but of course it didn’t wash.

      Her mother had been devastated. She had also been scandalised. ‘Acting! That’s for flighty girls! How will we get you married?’

      She had ranted and threatened to disown Kavya and, when that didn’t work, begged and pleaded. When that didn’t work either, Kavya’s mother had used the biggest weapon in her arsenal, one that hadn’t failed her yet: emotional blackmail. She had gone on a hunger strike. For a woman who loved food and feeding, it was the ultimate sacrifice.

      She had sat on the floor in the front room, refusing to eat, hitting her head and sobbing to everyone who visited – and of course everyone had turned up to watch the spectre of Laxmi being driven to fasting by her wayward daughter.

      But Kavya was just as tenacious and she had not budged, not this time. The fast lasted for four days.

      Kavya’s father took to visiting his friend Chandra after work to avoid the stalemate between his wife and daughter. ‘Plus, for the first time since I married your mother, there was no food in the house,’ he confided to Kavya later. ‘And – please don’t tell your mother this – Chandra’s wife is the best cook in town. She felt sorry for me; she kept plying me with home-made snacks. This way I could at least have a full stomach before I returned to the war zone that was our house at the time.’

      On the fifth day, Ajji had intervened. ‘Laxmi, eat. No point starving yourself when Kavya is set on what she wants to do.’

      And, with Kavya’s mother’s defences weakened by hunger, Kavya had got her way.

      ‘Your ajji spoils you,’ her mother had shouted through a mouth full to bursting with laddoos. ‘Go on then, ruin your future. Only don’t come crying to us when it is too late.’ Her chin wobbling perilously, even as she stuffed her mouth with cashew barfi.

      Ajji had patted her daughter’s back. ‘Everyone needs to find their way, Laxmi. You know that.’

      Kavya’s mother had said nothing (she who always had to have the last word and never ran out of things to say), instead silently picking up some syrupy tubes of jalebi and turning away from both her mother and her daughter.

      Ajji. If she was here now, she would open her arms and fold Kavya into them: ‘Don’t worry, child. It will all work out, time will heal all wounds. You’ll be fine.’ She would spout platitudes but somehow, coming from her, they would feel fresh and true.

      ‘The gleaming object…’ her mother is saying, ‘…was a gold bangle glinting in the sun, clinging to a pile of bones from a child’s body, splayed across a mound of disintegrating bricks – which led to a temple, of all things.’

      ‘No!’ Kavya sees in her head a child’s small bones, smooth and shiny white, glistening among the verdant green like teeth in an alien’s head. The gold bangle an anomaly. Bricks slippery with moss leading up to a secret temple, hidden from the world. She shivers.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘But… This happened in Doddanahalli. How has it made the national news?’ Even as she asks the question, Kavya knows. She sees eager bodies pressing upon the temple, intruding into this space that has lain secret for… Decades? Centuries? The hot, sweet smell of perspiration and fresh gossip. Awed whispers growing, becoming rumbles, spreading outwards. And amidst it all, bones lying uncovered. Small, forlorn. A tiny bangle circling a creamy wristbone. Shouting a story that nobody knows but everyone wants to claim, to narrate.

      ‘Wait for it… After that, there was no hiding the temple from the world. Rumours abounded – they are still doing so. Tales flying that this temple too hides a treasure trove within its foundations like the Sri Padmanabhaswamy temple in Trivandrum. A sanyasi wants to take up residence at the temple under the peepal trees, which he says must be left alone, as they’ve been guarding the temple and are holy. A priest has arrived, ready to start doing pujas, as soon as the temple site and the temple itself is cleared of the vegetation that has encroached upon it. There’s a long line of people eager to worship…’

      Kavya pictures the scene: the calm of the jungle, populated by birdsong and monkey-chatter, inundated by people, hordes of them, chasing away the birds and upsetting the monkeys. The temple ambushed by men eager to claim it back from the wilderness. Rumours of gold bringing venerating devotees faster than the time it takes for scandal to smear a pristine reputation.

      ‘And now, a man has come forward claiming that the temple belonged to his ancestor, who was the landlord of Doddanahalli…’

      ‘The whole village?’

      ‘Yes, that’s how it used to be, one person owning all the land and leasing it out as he saw fit. Anyway, this man is claiming to be the landlord’s great-grandson or something like that. He’s saying that his family own the temple and the land surrounding it, that his family’s wealth is hidden in the temple vault. Protestors are grouped outside the temple, claiming that the land belongs to everyone as there is a temple on it, so how can it be private? Some want to dig up the vault – if there is one, others want to leave it alone as it belongs to the deity. There’s talk of miracles and secrets. Muslims are claiming that the land the temple is housed on is the resting place of one of their holy elders. Hindus have gone up in arms against this, both the ones who want to dig up the vault and the ones who don’t, uniting against the Muslims. People are coming from everywhere to claim the temple and the treasure.’

      Her mother pauses to take a breath and Kavya sees her chance. ‘Ma, how is this connected…?’

      Outside she sees a child run across the road, almost falling under a bus. His mother lunges after him, catching him just in time. She lets out the breath she has been holding.

      ‘When they finally managed to clear the vegetation enough to get inside the temple, they found that the main deity was Goddess Yellamma.’ Her mother pauses suggestively, Kavya’s cue, she guesses, to ask a question.

      ‘Goddess Yellamma?’

      ‘You know. The patron of the devadasis.’

      ‘Devadasis?’ she asks, seemingly her mother’s echo.

      Beside the road the slum children, mud-stained faces, brown, scrawny bodies, chase away the crows that have dared settle on their pipeline, the birds startling in a tizzy of agitation, black wings against slate sky.

      ‘Girls dedicated to the goddess and prostituted in her name.’

      ‘I know what a devadasi is, Ma.’

      ‘Stories of devadasis who were dedicated to Yellamma in this temple have emerged. The practice is illegal now, of course, but it still takes place and some of these devadasis have started flocking to the temple to worship Yellamma. Women’s rights activists are also getting involved, informing devadasis of their rights. It’s a circus up there.’

      Kavya’s mind snags on the role of prostitute that was supposed to be hers, the lead in a Bollywood rehash of Pretty Woman. Shooting was all set to start when she decided to tell Nagesh, and then…

      She blinks the hurt away.

      ‘The deity is now polished. The cobwebs are cleaned from the bell, the anthills are anointed with garlands and fed with milk, just in case they house the snake gods who guard treasure. Men are still working on cutting back the vegetation around the temple and the cottage – they discovered a cottage too, by the way, beside the temple – steering clear of the holy peepal trees,’ her mother is saying.

      ‘How do you know so much about all this anyway, since the temple is in Doddanahalli? It’s nowhere near us.’ But, once again, even as she asks, Kavya knows the answer. If something is of interest to her mother – and for some reason this temple is – she will not rest until she has found out everything about it. Take, for example, her research into eligible men for Kavya, even though Kavya has stated a million times that she is not yet ready to marry.

      ‘I am coming to that,’ her mother says. ‘The temple is small in itself, but because of the accounts of miracles and gold, it has come under discussion and dispute. There’s talk that the lands surrounding it, including the cottage, belonged to a devadasi.’

      One thing about her mother: she will talk and talk, expecting hardly anything in return. It is a small blessing.

      ‘The newspapers have had a field day, reporting that the temple is privately owned by a devadasi who hasn’t come forward yet.’ Her mother’s voice laced with excitement – and something else Kavya can’t quite place.

      ‘Is it?’

      ‘Aha…’ her mother says and Kavya waits for the big reveal.

      It is clear that her mother has been building up to something all this time. This was to be the main item on her mother’s agenda, Kavya supposes, but Kavya had distracted her by announcing that she was coming home.

      She pictures her hometown, the honeyed sun gleaming on gold-tinged green fields, rows of black crows on telephone lines, coconut trees angling towards the water of the river, where boatmen languidly wield oars made from fronds or sift sand from the sandbank in the middle of the river while they sing songs about lost love and heartbreak, haunting and vaguely familiar, their ebony bodies shiny with sweat, sinewy arms flexing.

      Home… Her mother’s cooking, sweet-smelling air fanning her from the banana fronds outside her window, her father smiling at her over the top of his glasses, her ajji’s wrinkled grin and welcoming arms…

      Warm though the image is, the prospect of going home smacks of defeat. She will be regressing back in time to the teenager who couldn’t wait to get away from her mother’s nagging and her high-handed ‘I know what’s best for you’ decrees.

      Kavya’s always wanted to be someone in her own right. And much as she tries not to be affected by her mother’s evoking of her classmates’ successes, now, in light of her disappointment, they sting.

      She had imagined returning on a wave of success, being feted and adored and admired. She had pictured her mother saying, ‘You were right, I was wrong. I’m so proud of you.’

      And it would have happened too if it hadn’t been for—

      Her eyes water, hot tears welling. She tries to push them away and concentrates on listening to her mother.

      ‘The government is now involved, trying to determine if the temple is public or private. Everyone wants the land, and they’re all at cross purposes with each other.’

      Kavya muses on how the scent of gold can wash a whole population’s eyes with its glimmering promise, turn them greedy and grasping, willing to believe anything at all.

      ‘And the temple sits serene, as it has done over the years, and presides complacently over the commotion.’

      Despite her upset, Kavya grins. ‘When did you get so poetic, Ma?’

      ‘I am quoting one of the journalists – the last line from the opinion piece in the Hindu.’ Kavya can hear her mother’s smile and suddenly she wants to be there in person to see her flash one of the sudden, glorious beams that transform her face.

      ‘So, we need to go to Doddanahalli,’ her mother says, abruptly switching track.

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Oh, didn’t I tell you?’

      ‘You know perfectly well you didn’t. Tell me what?’

      ‘The deeds to the land surrounding the temple, the cottage discovered beside the temple and even the temple itself…’

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘Your ajji has them.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Why?

          

          Gowri

        

      

    

    
      India, 1924

      Goddess Yellamma,

      Why?

      Why me?
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            Summer and Innocence

          

          Lucy

        

      

    

    
      England, May 1927

      ‘What do you mean, you’re engaged? We’ve just come out. We’ve barely had time to have fun yet.’ Lucy clutches the hand of her best friend, Ann, as if by holding on to her she can quash what she has heard, her voice fervent with outrage.

      They are sitting side by side in the love seat in the rose arbour at Fairoak, Lucy’s home. This is where, over the years, they have imparted secrets and shared confidences and made promises, where they have concocted grandiose plans for their future, giggly with happiness as they revel in friendship and summer and innocence.

      And now, Ann has declared that she is to be married to the first man who has paid court to her and Lucy just cannot believe it. ‘But Ann, you barely know Edward,’ she sputters.

      ‘He’s the one for me, Luce.’ Ann’s plain face glows with conviction and, sitting there framed against the crimson roses, her face more radiant than the flowers around her, Lucy’s childhood friend looks beautiful.

      Perhaps Edward is right for her, Lucy thinks, casting her mind back to try and conjure up the face of the man who had danced with Ann last night. But she cannot remember, busy as she was, dancing with one admirer after another, drunk on the attention and compliments she was receiving, men jousting with each other to attend to her.

      ‘But Ann, what about the plans that we made, to travel the world, go on adventures, experience life that is more than just this?’ Lucy waves her hand around to encompass the honey-speckled green lawns stretching out around them, the orangery behind them, the neat rows of flower beds and, beyond that, the house rising wide and tall and elegant.

      ‘You made those plans, Luce, not me,’ Ann says in that gentle voice of hers.

      Yes, it’s true, Lucy thinks, breathing in the perfume of roses and sun-warmed meadows, flowers nodding and bees gossiping in the saccharine breeze, the glorious dappled caramel-gold of an English summer.

      ‘I’ll travel the world in search of adventure,’ Lucy has declared, sitting right here, many a time. ‘I want to be someone, do something.’

      And although she always assumed Ann agreed with her, she knew – she has always known – that what Ann really wants, all Ann has ever wanted even from the time they were very little, is a good man to love and care for her and a big family with him.

      But now, despite noting Ann’s happiness, Lucy can’t help the disappointment that spills inside her, her mouth tasting bitter with it – in all her plans for her future, she has always envisioned Ann, her faithful friend, accompanying her. Without Ann to validate her every decision, she would be lost.

      ‘We’ve hardly been to any parties. How can you be so sure? Don’t you want to wait, go to a few more balls, see if someone else, someone better, comes along?’

      ‘Lucy,’ Ann’s voice is mildly reproaching, ‘Edward is the man I want to marry.’

      ‘You’ve fallen in love?’ Lucy is awed.

      ‘Yes. That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you all this while.’ She smiles.

      Lucy looks at Ann, her best friend since childhood; she knows her inside out, knows all of her deepest secrets and fears. Her face is beaming, her expression content, and for the first time in their lives, Lucy feels envious of her. How can Ann know with such certainty that Edward is the man for her? Will she ever feel like this?

      ‘How does it feel? How did you know?’ she asks of her friend.

      ‘He smiled at me, took my hand and I knew then. And when I met his gaze, I knew that he did too.’

      Where are the fireworks, the rainbows, the ardent declarations, the grand overtures? Lucy has imagined love to be thunderclaps and sparklers, her heart – her whole body – arrested, taken captive by passion. Her world changed irrevocably, altered and remade in a fantastic way. It would be earth-shattering, all-changing. It would be a festival, an orchestra, a symphony, a celebration…

      ‘But Ann, did you feel a thrill when he touched you? What was it like?’

      ‘I recognised something in him. Like I had been waiting for him all my life and there he was.’

      Lucy throws her arms around her friend. ‘I never thought of you as poetic, Ann, but you are speaking poetry now.’

      Ann grins. She has never looked more beautiful, Lucy thinks.

      Lucy closes her eyes and throws her face up to the sun, knowing then, as she sits there with her best friend on their favourite bench, that nothing is going to be the same again.

      Ann will get married and move away.

      And she, Lucy, will go to the balls and the masquerades, the hunts and the tea parties, missing having Ann at her side. She will dance and she will charm the women and flirt with the men. But will she ever find the love she is looking for? Her version of love, magnificent and all-consuming, as opposed to Ann’s sedate, demure version?

      She opens her eyes and her gaze is captured by someone in the distance, walking towards them.

      A broad-shouldered, muscular man, hefting what looks like an apple tree. The new gardener, she realises, the man who has replaced old George.

      His skin gleams in the sun; beads of sweat have collected on his face. He catches Lucy’s eye, tips his hat and smiles, the beads of sweat dislodged as his face creases pleasingly.

      A thrill travels from the base of Lucy’s spine right up to her chest, and something in her heart tips over as she smiles back.
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            How It Begins

          

          Gowri

        

      

    

    
      1924

      Goddess Yellamma,

      You are a goddess and your job is to look after the world, not cater to the whims and fancies of every person in it. I know this. You cannot answer everyone’s prayer, for it is impossible, even for a goddess, to satisfy everyone. But what you do, what you ask of the girls you choose to serve you, how do you live with that, Goddess? The only explanation I can think of is that you don’t really know or understand what goes on in your name.

      So, let me tell you.

      This is how it begins.

      

      Picture a poor but happy household in a small village in Karnataka. A farmer, his wife, their two girls and precious young boy.

      But their little hut is beset by illness and grief and desperation. For the adored, longed-for son who makes their family complete is very ill. Dying.

      He lies on a mattress in a corner of the dusty windowless room of the cottage, which is swilling with distress and fear and the sickly heat emanating from the small body on the floor.

      No number of cool, wet cloths, lovingly placed by his mother on his forehead, will bring his temperature down. The air in the room is thick with the angst of the mother; it blisters with the delirious mumblings of the little boy, the despairing hopelessness of the father and the anxious boredom (and guilt for being bored) of the two young girls, who don’t know what to do in the face of their parents’ torment. They want to make things better but cannot. They want to go to school but don’t know if they should – it feels blasphemous to be doing ordinary things while their little brother is grievously ill.

      But the girls love school, especially the older one. For the older girl, school is the one place where the world makes sense. There is a teacher there called Vandana Ma’am who encourages her and pushes her to realise her full potential. And the girl enjoys this; she loves a challenge.

      Sometimes secretly she wishes that this teacher was her mother instead of her real mother. Then she feels guilty and tries to make up to her mother for thinking these thoughts by being extra dutiful, doing more than her fair share of chores. The girl hates being absent from school but she also feels bad for wanting to do things she loves, like studying and learning new things from Vandana Ma’am, when her beloved brother is so ill. Her legs ache from sitting beside his sickbed, watching him struggle to breathe.

      She wants everything back to normal: to be outside, skipping through the fields towards school, her hands clutching the slate on to which she writes with chalk her sums and her learning before transferring it into her mind, her legs sinking into the mud, birds singing, her sister beside her, her mother washing her brother (healthy and his old mischievous self) by the mango tree, even as he tries to escape, the dog dancing at their feet.

      But instead she keeps vigil, along with the rest of the family, afraid that something bad will happen to her brother, praying and hoping for him to be returned to them, while outside, the sun shines down on another scorcher of a day and cows moo and the dog whines and chickens cluck as they peck at the charred earth.

      The girl sits there and questions pop into her head:

      
        	Would her parents be this sad if it was she who was ill?

        	Why when girls are born is there melancholy and much hitting of foreheads, while boys are heralded with joy?

        	Why are boys considered better than girls? Who decrees this?

        	Why is school not seen as important for the children of the village, and especially for the girls?

      

      The girl once made a mistake of pondering the last question aloud in the presence of her mother, back when her brother was well and she was chopping onions while her mother rolled dough into chapathis.

      ‘Because you’re going to get married and why do you need book knowledge for that?’ her mother huffed.

      ‘I want to be a teacher,’ the girl said, thinking of Vandana Ma’am, her role model.

      Her mother hit her forehead then, her eyes going dark and small and hard, like custard-apple seeds. ‘Don’t you be getting ideas into your head! Teaching is not for the likes of you. As it is we only send you and your sister to that school because that teacher… I forget her name…’

      ‘Vandana Ma’am,’ the girl said with reverence.

      Her mother didn’t notice. She was busy placing the rolled-out chapathis on the fire. ‘Yes. She visited every house in the village when that girls’ school was starting up and gave all of us a long lecture on how important it was for girls to be educated. In the end I promised to send you just to get her to leave!’

      Vandana Ma’am rose even higher in the girl’s estimation when she heard this.

      ‘In any case, that school is free, funded by the missionaries,’ her mother added, ‘otherwise you wouldn’t be going. You’ll stop when we find a groom for you.’

      

      As she waits for her brother to get better, the girl allows her mind to ponder:

      
        	Why do girls like her have to learn to cook and keep house from the moment they are born? Why do they have to get married and produce children and do as their men say? Why can’t they work instead, be teachers, like Vandana Ma’am?

        	Why do women have to give dowry to the men and not the other way round?

        	Why does the girl’s father have to work all day and night sometimes, slog through drought and monsoons, on land that isn’t even his? It belongs to the landlord, who visits every so often and shouts at her father and doesn’t seem to work hard, if at all.

        	Why are they poor while the landlord is rich?

        	Why do her brother and father get to eat first – the best parts of the fish when there is fish – and she, her sister and mother have to eat the leftovers?

      

      The girl likes school because things are ordered there. For example, if a question is posed, an answer is given as well. When the girl is a teacher like Vandana Ma’am (and she will be, despite her mother’s discouragement), she will follow in Vandana Ma’am’s footsteps and encourage girls to study and she will treat them the same as boys. She will try to answer her students’ every question instead of telling them to forget questions and concentrate on learning to cook and keep house.

      She will.

      This girl, Goddess, is me.

      I am Gowri. I am fourteen years old.

      And these were my dreams.

      Were.

      

      So anyway, back to my little scene.

      The boy lies on the ailment-soaked mattress, fighting for his life. The father has asked the landlord for a loan and used it to get the doctor from town to pay a visit, but the medicine is not helping.

      The boy is slipping further into unconsciousness, further away from his parents and sisters. The dreams the parents had pinned on the boy – how he would one day buy a farm of his own so he wouldn’t be dependent on the landlord like his father, working all hours, on land that he can never own, for very little return – are fading away.

      The priest comes to the house and does a puja. But even the gods don’t seem to be in a benevolent mood and the boy lies unresponsive, barely breathing.

      In desperation, the father decides that he had better do something constructive. He cannot stay in the small windowless room populated by his wife’s helpless grief, his son’s laboured breaths, any longer.

      He goes to the field, lying neglected since his son’s illness, and he starts to till the land. Across the road separating the fields from the jungle, monkeys scamper and birds fly off from the tops of trees. Nothing has changed and yet, for him, time has stood still these past few days, hope fading away with every one of his son’s fevered, agonised breaths.

      The buffaloes greet him like an old friend, gently butting him with their horns. He urges them along, churning the earth as he feels his whole being churned, displacing clumps of baked reddish-grey soil. As he works the land as he has done every single day since he was a boy of fifteen and took over from his father, he feels his anxiety ease briefly. At least here the buffaloes and the earth do his bidding. There is order, a meaning to what he does. If he urges the buffaloes, they obey and neat furrows are wrought on the land, to be filled later by paddy saplings.

      Later. Will that include his son?

      Please, gods. Please.

      He prays as he works, sweat pooling on his eyebrows, his neck, running down his face and back.

      He looks beyond the brown earth, the dusty haze, the hot sun shimmering in the horizon, towards the hut where his wife and daughters are huddled beside his beloved only son’s unresponsive body.

      Please, gods, save my son.

      And then a chink. A clunk. The buffaloes are pushed off their stride, the plough shaft snagging on something and almost tipping over. He manages to right it at the last second.

      The buffaloes grind to a halt, swishing their tails, turning to look at him, baffled brown gazes.

      He digs in the upturned earth, trying to find what it was that tripped up the plough. He digs, the sun beating down on his head, unremitting, like the fever that has taken his boy hostage.

      Please, gods.

      And then, buried in the mud, something solid. Winking gold in the auburn, powdery dust.

      He digs with renewed vigour, and his hands close around an unwieldy object. After a couple of tries, he pulls it out.

      A statue. Of a goddess.

      He has been praying to the gods when all the while this goddess was waiting, patiently, in his land (borrowed from the landlord).

      Majestic. Smiling beatifically at him. Promising the world.

      Leaving the buffaloes there, he runs, cradling the statue in his sweaty arms.

      He runs barefoot across the fields, past the stream and up the hill to the hut.

      He charges into the sickroom, disrupting the fumes of worry and illness, the heavy air weighted down by hopelessness and the hot, waning breath of his only son, startling his wife, who drops the cold cloth she was about to lay, for the umpteenth time, on her son’s forehead, the cloth that would boil up in a couple of minutes, exuding steamy fumes and a mildew scent.

      The two girls look up in surprise at their gasping, out-of-breath father, cradling something in his arms as if it were precious.

      It is mud-covered and yet, golden glints shimmer through.

      The older girl sighs with relief. At last, a break in the monotony. Something is happening.

      She is instantly guilty for feeling so when her brother is so ill.

      She does not guess that this is going to change the course of her life. If she had then she would have run away, right then, in a bid to outrun her wretched destiny.

      Or would she? Perhaps not. For in her absence, her younger sister would have endured her fate. And she would not wish it on anybody.

      I wouldn’t, Goddess.

      Not even on you.

      

      Anyway, back to my scenario.

      ‘Vasanthi,’ the farmer – my father – says to his wife and there is something in his voice, a skein of hope, that makes my ma look up eagerly. ‘I found this statue of the goddess in our field.’

      Ma bows low in front of your image, her head touching the ground in reverence. ‘A sign,’ she whispers.

      ‘Yes.’ Da’s voice is layered with hope.

      ‘Get the priest. I will wash and clean the goddess.’

      By the time Da returns with the priest and the landlord (for the statue has been discovered on his land, after all), Ma has washed you, Goddess, and adorned you with garlands made from flowers she had us pick hastily from the courtyard and sew into wreaths. She’s washed herself for the first time in days and made us wash too, and don our best clothes – the only ones we have that are not torn. She has oiled our hair and hers, combing ours into neat plaits and hers into a bun.

      And all the while our brother sleeps, his breath laboured, with you keeping watch, Goddess.

      The priest intones mantras and we close our eyes and fold our hands in veneration. The sickroom is now a prayer room and feels too small and cramped to accommodate so many people. But it is the only room in the house besides the kitchen, it is the room where we eat, sleep, and live, and it has to make do.

      ‘This is the goddess Yellamma,’ the priest declares, when he has finished chanting.

      He turns around and his gaze flits between my sister and myself.

      It lingers on me.

      The landlord’s more insidious gaze follows his and when it fixes on me too, I shudder. I feel dirty, despite having just had a wash.

      ‘A temple must be built for the goddess on the land where she was found,’ the priest pronounces. ‘And the goddess requires a dedicated devotee, someone who will serve her and worship her.’ His gaze finds mine, holds. ‘You will do.’

      I stare at him, uncomprehending, unaware of the silence that has descended like a hawk on an unsuspecting mouse, conscious only of the thudding of my heart.

      ‘Wha… What do you mean?’ my mother says, finally.

      ‘Your son will live. But in return, your daughter must be given to the goddess.’

      ‘I will build a temple on the field where the deity was discovered,’ the landlord says, his voice reverberating in the silence, echoing in my stunned heart.

      My sister’s hand finds mine. I hold it, tight, finding succour in her small fingers intertwined with mine.

      ‘Your daughter will become a devadasi.’

      A devadasi…

      My mind flinches away from the word, my head reeling from what I have heard. How did this come about?

      Until this moment, I knew where my life was heading: I wanted to study, to become a teacher. My only concern was talking my ma and da round to my way of thinking. I was determined to convince them that I did not want to get married early, plead with them to let me learn instead of marry.

      But now…

      ‘I will build a cottage for her on the land beside the temple, so she can live there,’ the landlord is saying, nodding in my direction.

      Me, living away from my parents, my beloved siblings. Living alone in a cottage and serving you, Goddess – a statue.

      ‘How old is she?’

      ‘Nearly fourteen,’ my mother whispers.

      ‘And she is… not a girl any more?’

      I blush as I infer what exactly the priest is asking.

      My mother looks at my father, her gaze as dumbfounded as mine, as she says, ‘No, she’s… she’s not a child, no.’

      ‘Then it’s settled.’ The priest nods. ‘The temple must be built as soon as possible. We will have a puja on the day of the full moon and dedicate Gowri here to Goddess Yellamma.’

      I find my voice. ‘No, Ma, I—’

      My mother looks away, towards her son. My brother.

      ‘Your son will get better,’ the priest insists.

      My mother covers her mouth with her sari pallu. She rubs the tears from her eyes. She looks at me and when she does, I know: she has made up her mind.

      My father, standing beside the landlord, runs a hand across his eyes and nods once.

      The priest stands. So does the landlord.

      I sit where I am, feeling weightless as I look at my brother, his small body, his chest moving up and down, and wonder why I have to be sacrificed to save him.

      

      So, Goddess, my brother is better and here I am. In a windowless cottage across the road from the jungle, missing my home, my family, my life as it was.

      All it takes is the dislodging of some earth for a life to change. The Christians dislodge earth and bury a body. My father dislodged earth, found you and buried me, the girl I was. Exchanging my freedom and my life for my brother’s.

      This was your plan?

      To sacrifice me to save my brother?

      How is this fair?

      

      The landlord has claimed me for himself, declaring that it is my duty to please the men who serve you, Goddess, and since you were found on his land, I am to serve him.

      Did you know that this goes on in your name, Goddess?

      The landlord paid for me, of course. My parents are well provided for. My father now owns a piece of land. A small piece, but his own land nonetheless. The dream he did not dare envision for himself, the dream he wished upon his only son, he has achieved, in your name, Goddess Yellamma. He works for himself now.

      This is how fortune turns. A clump of freed earth. A buried statue uncovered. A girl’s dreams buried in its place while her father’s dreams are realised.

      A small sacrifice, perhaps, in the large scale of things. But this is my life, Goddess. A life I have to lead that I did not choose, that I would not choose even for my foes.

      Growing up, like all little girls, I dreamed of marriage – after I had become a teacher, of course, ever the pragmatist that I was – and I had great hopes for my first night as a wife. I didn’t know all the details, but I did know that there would be love involved.

      I never expected this.

      A cottage on the outskirts of the village, at the edge of the jungle and beside a temple dedicated to a statue I am contracted to serve for the rest of my life. A man older than my father. A married man with three daughters, one of them my age. A man who looks at me in a way that makes me feel unclean. Who treats me like the possession that I am.

      There is no love, there will never be. Not for me. Not now.

      

      ‘You are blessed, chosen by the goddess herself,’ the landlord said to me when he came to me in the cottage, that first time.

      I tried very hard not to flinch away from his words, his touch, his breath smelling of fish and lust.

      ‘My properties have yielded the best profit in years since the goddess was discovered on my land and I built the temple for her, which I am kindly allowing the villagers to worship at. You, as the goddess’s chosen one, bring good luck and I will share you only with the men I see fit. You will not go with men of your own accord. You will do as I say. You are mine. And the goddess’s. Remember that.’

      How can I serve you by serving a man who is not my husband, who will never be? A man who is planning on sharing me with other men?

      What gives him the right? You do? How?

      Why me?

      

      I feel dirty all the time, no matter how much I scrub my body, how many times I wash the landlord off my skin.

      I accept that I will not become a teacher, although a secret part of me still holds out hope.

      I accept that I might have to live out the rest of my life here, my days spent worshipping you, my nights pandering to the landlord and his chosen friends.

      But…

      I will not be broken.

      I will not.
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            A Witch

          

          Lucy

        

      

    

    
      October 1927

      Lucy hides in the maze, the twigs of the hedge digging into her shoulders. She shivers, throwing her arms around herself, thinking, I should have brought a shawl along. But she didn’t know she would be here in the maze, hiding from her Aunt Ingrid’s foul attentions. Aunt Ingrid, who smells of mothballs and nostalgia, who clasps Lucy’s arm in a pincer grip so it is red and sore of an evening and monopolises her, making her dance to her bidding as if she is doing Lucy a huge favour by doing so: ‘Here, hold this for me. Here, will you carry this up the stairs. No, stay with me, child, I want you, not the maid.’ Lucy is fed up of having to listen to Aunt Ingrid’s unending observations about ancient and long-dead ancestors and life in Dorset.
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