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Eternal Bliss





Bindu worried. She did not discriminate and gave freely of her time to trifling inconveniences as well as insurmountable predicaments. She tended her anxieties well, ready with kindling when their flame died down – an unlikely consequence here, a remote disaster there. Two lines had formed across her forehead in recent months and she worried about them too.


The biggest worry of all had been whether she would get the job at the Paramasukha International Yoga Centre. Nervousness had upset her stomach the morning of the interview and she had nearly called to cancel. But her savings had dwindled to almost nothing and that thought had been terrifying enough to spur her on to the suburban bus stand, fortified by three different types of antacid.


At the interview she had lied and said she was a widow. She had felt that her status as a woman separated from her husband would sit uncomfortably in a place of such spirituality, whereas a tragic death in her near past would be embraced. After getting the job she had begun to fret about what would happen if her employers came to know the truth: that her husband had not been borne away by the waters of the Kaveri but was in fact managing a tyre factory in Tumkur.


The yoga centre was situated fifteen kilometres outside Mysore, amid orchards of coconut and mango trees. Its nearest neighbours were a scooter repair shop and a factory that manufactured water tanks. The centre could accommodate thirty guests in small rooms that were clean but gloomy, even when the daylight outside dazzled like white metal. There were two teachers: Shashi, a tiny man with a voice like a flute, and Gopal, whose T-shirts blazed the letters of his name, as though he were a football star. Alcohol and drugs were strictly prohibited from all parts of the premises. Cigarettes had been included in this ban too, but in the face of falling occupancy numbers the prohibition had been lifted.


Bindu was the centre manager. Her duties were diverse and caused her a great deal of anxiety, but her previous job had been worse. She had worked in a hotel in Bangalore, wedged into a corner of Majestic, dealing with uncouth businessmen and their mistresses, all boss-eyed with alcohol. The yoga centre was a great improvement. The foreigners’ behaviour was at times incomprehensible but at least they were incredibly polite. They thanked her three times for getting someone to bring them a cup of warm water.


On her second day a woman from Los Angeles had arrived at the centre, saying that she wanted to become a Brahmin.


Bindu had creased her brow and said: ‘I am very sorry, madam, but we are not running such classes.’


‘Oh sure, I know that. But after the yoga, that’s where I want to be at.’


Clumps of marigolds lined the pathways that led to the thatched dining room, the residential block and a structure referred to as ‘the spa’. This was a long, low room divided by a sagging wall into male and female treatment areas. Therapeutic massages were provided here by Thomas and Rosa, a married couple whose last civil words to each other were uttered years ago. They kept to their respective areas during the day, meeting only for silent meals, which they took at opposite ends of the staff kitchen. At night they lay on their massage beds, each listening out for the other’s snores behind the partition wall, their jaws tight with repressed rage.




* * *





The circular from the Department of Culture arrived late in the afternoon. The officials at the Directorate of Spiritual Affairs (DoSA) would be making their annual inspections in the weeks to come. All licensed institutes of spiritual practice and moral disciplines were required to ensure that their facilities and procedures met the approved government standards. Ample notice was provided to all relevant parties as DoSA seemed to recognise that superintendence by ambush served no one, least of all their inspectors, who had become accustomed to a level of comfort that could seldom be provided at short notice.


A rush of nausea assailed Bindu. The responsibilities of her job had been taking their toll. At night a stubborn cinder burnt its way through her stomach and in the morning her neck was tense and achy. She had taken to drinking large quantities of milk to cool her insides but had begun to put on weight and was plagued by indigestion. And now important government officials would descend on the centre, piling out of cars with sirens, pens ranged in their pockets. They would peer into files, look under beds, question the guests and sniff the air for signs of degeneracy.


‘Don’t worry, madam,’ said Santhosh, the assistant manager, a man in his late twenties, on the cusp of running to fat. ‘They will just stamp this paper, fix that seal, have lunch and go. We have already paid for the licence so what else is there for them to do?’


‘It’s an inspection, Santhosh. They will inspect. Have you seen the state of the kitchen today? And the laundry has not been done since Tuesday. And that American lady is being a Brahmin on the grass that we have just planted. Go and do something.’


Santhosh sighed and made his way towards the kitchen. He saw little value in being overly zealous in his duties – he knew that he was destined for better things. He had overheard snatches of conversation between guests discussing the transformative nature of their spiritual experiences at the centre. Santhosh was unsure what it all meant but had concluded that he had transformative powers too. He was the second in command in a place that attracted people who were much more worldly and educated than him. They must have therefore recognised something special about him. He wondered whether he was the reincarnation of an important historical figure. Unable to decide but keen to distinguish himself, he had taken a loan and bought a new motorbike.




* * *





It was easy to spot the guests who were keen to learn. They competed to place their mats in the front row of the hall and were arriving for classes ever earlier. They would stay late after class too, engaging the teachers in conversation, making detailed enquiries as to sequence, breath counts and curvature. Bindu heard one of them ask Gopal about the route to liberating the eternal self. She had no idea what it involved but was quite sure that Gopal, who was known to beat his wife with a chappal, was not the man to ask.


A few of the guests had been at the centre for months and showed no indication of leaving. Adam was one of them. He owned a second-hand car showroom in Manchester and it was not clear to Bindu who was running it in his absence. Adam’s attendance at classes was commendable and in the afternoons he meditated on the front lawn in a lungi, a frangipani blossom tucked behind his right ear.


‘You have a beautiful Indian face,’ he said to Bindu one day.


She was not sure whether he meant that her face was beautiful in spite of being Indian or that it was so un-Indian, and yet beautiful, that both she and he needed to be reminded of its Indianness.


She smiled and said: ‘Thank you.’


Another long-term guest was Mathilde from Switzerland. Her animated conversations over dinner often resulted in her glass bangles breaking as they struck the table, and she would replace them on frequent trips to Mysore. Mathilde enjoyed providing instructions and advice to her fellow guests. On days when her yoga practice had been particularly fulfilling, she was even more garrulous. Her main areas of expertise were temple etiquette, stray dogs and the principles of effective bargaining. She was the only guest who had managed to evoke a troubled antipathy in Bindu. Mathilde had a tendency to appear in the reception area when Bindu was registering new guests, her darting eyes aglow with the urge to facilitate. Bindu was not normally a territorial woman but had recently taken to welcoming new arrivals in a secluded spot under a jackfruit tree.


Between yoga sessions there seemed to be little to occupy the guests and Bindu sometimes worried that in moments of idleness they would get together and formulate complaints about her work. So when Santhosh suggested that they organise a few day trips, she agreed gladly. Excursions were arranged to the Ranganathittu Bird Sanctuary and to Tipu Sultan’s summer palace in Srirangapatna. Santhosh had also heard that some of the guests were eager to become active in the community by doing some voluntary work. Without consulting Bindu, he arranged for a minibus to transport a few guests to a nearby orphanage. He presumed that the children, some of whom had escaped deeply traumatic situations, would enjoy a bit of novelty in their routine.


The trip was a disaster. The sight of so many strangers, some of them well over six feet tall with shaved heads and tattoos, unsettled the children and one of them suffered a fit. The foreigners returned to the centre, crestfallen and exhausted. Bindu felt compelled to give Santhosh a formal warning.




* * *





A second circular arrived from the Department of Culture, accompanied by a fat annexe of questionnaires seeking details of the centre’s policies on austerity, abstinence, purity, devotion and abstraction.


Bindu pushed her chair away from the desk as if the letter had the capacity to cause a physical injury. Then she crammed it into a folder, which she then locked in the safe. Her first instinct was to avoid the inspection altogether by pretending to be ill around the time the officials were expected – but she knew if she did that her lies would be discovered and she would lose her job.


She wondered if she too should try yoga. The centre’s guests all said that it brought them a profound serenity and there was nothing in life that she desired more. She was too embarrassed to join the guests at their classes so she begged Gopal to give her a few private lessons on the kitchen veranda. After squeezing various rota-related concessions out of her, he finally agreed.


The sessions brought no serenity. Gopal barked intermittent instructions at her while looking at price comparison websites on his phone. Even though he had no intention of purchasing a water purifier or a washing machine, he was the sort of man who liked to be well informed.


Bindu persevered. Her hips creaked during suryanamaskara, her arms felt feeble, and in the end she lost her balance, nearly toppling on to the veranda steps. In trikonasana the blood rushed to her head and she felt as though it might explode. When she tried to lift her legs into sarvangasana, palpitations rocked her chest. She had seen the contortions of the more experienced practitioners and a fear began to torment her. What if she tore a muscle, what if her spine snapped, what if she hit her head and lost her mind? She had recently read a disturbing article about brain injuries that resulted in patients believing that they were in the process of turning into an animal, most commonly a wolf or a monkey.


The classes were discontinued and Bindu doubled her dosage of sleeping pills.




* * *





There were several maids employed at the centre. Manjula was the longest serving and the most astute. She had a wiry body but a fleshy face, a mouth filled with dark, pitted teeth and sported a bindi the size of a two-rupee coin. Her grey hair was gathered in a loose bun, which always looked on the point of collapse but never succumbed. She spent the majority of her time trying to wring as much as she could out of the centre’s guests. At work she only wore saris the colour of dirt and made sure that the holes in her blouses were visible. She had learnt a handful of words in English: ‘pain’, ‘baby crying’, ‘tired’, ‘sad’ and ‘butter’. Most gave at least twenty rupees, especially newcomers.


Some years ago a guest from Wisconsin had given Manjula a five-dollar note. Being new to such gifts at the time, she had not known how to have it exchanged. So she had framed the note and propped it up in her shrine among the pictures of gods and saints. Along with Shiva, Ganesha and Sai Baba, her daily rituals came to involve Abraham Lincoln too.


She now had nearly enough saved to purchase a fridge. She had already gone into the city three times to have a look at the one that she wanted. It was gunmetal grey, had three shelves, a freezer compartment and a total capacity of 165 litres. In the summer she planned to keep handkerchiefs in the freezer and then lay them over her face at night.


Srinivasa was the day watchman. His main tasks included patrolling the grounds, directing guests to reception and chasing away any local youth who came to ogle foreign women. Srinivasa was civil to the hotel guests but no more. He was suspicious of people who would leave their countries – places where buses left on time, power and water flowed without interruption, and policemen genuinely apprehended criminals –in order to exercise together in a hall. In particular, he had taken exception to Adam and his penchant for ostentatious chanting on the front lawn. He made sure to keep an eye on him.


Srinivasa and Manjula regularly argued about the foreigners.


‘You should be ashamed of yourself,’ he said to her one day, ‘feeding at their scraps like a dog.’


‘You are the filthy, diseased dog,’ she responded. ‘If it wasn’t for them, you wouldn’t have a job and your wife would be selling herself fifty times a day. Keep complaining, you wait and see, your children will starve to death and your wife will leave you for a man with a thunne big enough to satisfy her.’


‘You leave my family out of this. We all have self-respect. We don’t come to work in rags hoping for a few coins of charity.’


Manjula smiled sweetly: ‘When your thunne shrivels up completely and drops off, I will help you bury it in a ditch.’




* * *





Bindu was unaware of these tensions between the members of her staff. Her focus continued to be the centre’s guests and she did everything that she could to make them comfortable. A recent arrival was Dafna from Tel Aviv. She had decided to travel to India in spite of her mild agoraphobia. Soon after her arrival she had spotted two men defecating in a playground, a sight that had severely aggravated her condition. Since arriving at the yoga centre, she had not left her room. Bindu made sure her breakfast, lunch and dinner were taken to her. The poor woman had paid for them after all.


A greater concern was Sue from London. She changed into a floral bikini and lay in the sun all afternoon in spite of the numerous signs around the property requesting guests to kindly maintain decorous attire at all times. Bindu did not know what to do. She disliked confrontations of any kind and had never had one with a foreigner. There had been a near miss a few months ago with a mother and daughter from Australia. They had hardly attended any classes and one of the maids had said that she had seen them in their room, drinking Old Monk rum first thing in the morning with the man who worked in the scooter repair shop. Bindu had been about to call the owners to ask for their assistance when the mother and daughter had walked into the reception area, asking for their luggage to be stored until further notice. They had left on the back of the repairman’s scooter as Bindu waved them off, instantly worrying about whether they would return.


Another guest, Mr Anderson, was a thickset gentleman from New York. Bindu noticed three days after his arrival that he was greeting everyone with an ornate bow. She assumed it was something they did where he came from. A couple of days later he approached her at reception.


‘You know Bindi,’ he said, ‘everything here is so different, so pure. I don’t know how to explain it.’


Bindu nodded, wondering if this was a precursor to an official complaint.


‘It has really made me think about so many aspects of my life back home and all the places where I was going wrong. I feel like I’m questioning everything. Do you see, Bindi? Everything.’


Bindu nodded again, still not sure if the things Mr Anderson was questioning included the quality of the service at the centre. ‘You make so many assumptions, you just go on and on, never really thinking, never really searching, and then one day, you’re sixty. Just like that.’


‘Is the geyser in your bathroom okay, sir? Are you getting hot water?’


‘What? Oh sure, that’s fine. What was I saying? Yes, life just happens to you and you just let it happen, you walk the dog, you watch the game, you get married, you get divorced, you get married again, you get divorced again, your dog dies, you get a new dog, and all the time, like a blind man, just never really seeing anything at all. You know what I mean, Bindi?’


Bindu had frozen at the mention of divorce, her innards taking a tumble. How had a man recently arrived from America stumbled upon the facts of her precarious marital status? She listened more intently but did not dare look him in the eye.


Instead she focused on the large floral print on his shirt and said: ‘Yes, sir.’


Mr Anderson wandered off and Bindu balled her fists in her lap. He seemed like a sympathetic man, a gentle stranger who would not involve himself in the intimate affairs of others. She looked up to see him standing at the far end of the garden, apparently admiring a bee. Mildly reassured, she returned to a problem involving the purchase of the wrong type of light bulbs.




* * *





There was a third letter from the Department of Culture the following day. Addressees were reminded that any attempt to hinder DoSA officials from full execution of their duties would result in the most severe sanctions. For the avoidance of all doubt, the letter reproduced lengthy tracts from several statutes.


As Bindu tried to decipher the clauses, hunched over the reception desk, Adam chided her for her posture and offered to give her a shoulder massage. She pretended not to hear him. A few days later he gave her a present, a little token, he said, to cheer her up: a bound set of illustrations of the erotic sculptures at Khajuraho. This only raised her pulse rate, already dangerously high. She was concerned that she would be accused of improper behaviour with a guest and spent the good part of an afternoon ripping pages from the book, which she then stashed with the DoSA circular in the safe.


There were other troubles too. Petty cash had gone missing and she needed to find out who was to blame. Two maids had left, following an altercation with Manjula. There had been a grouse about the quality of the evening meals. The latest blow was that one of the guests had sprained her shoulder and had asked to see an osteopath, confusing Santhosh who thought that she required an astrologer.


At night Bindu waited for sleep, the difficulties of the day spooling through her mind. Images of her ex-husband broke through, forcing her eyes open: a lolloping dance he would employ to soften her up; his broad back, slick with sweat; the curl of stubble that he always missed shaving. Perhaps she ought to beg his forgiveness for abandoning him, plead with him to take her back. Then a surge of hurt and humiliation washed back in and she took a couple of sleeping pills, worrying about addiction.




* * *





The DoSA officials arrived on a Monday morning, a week later than expected. Bindu had expected a convoy to screech to a halt in the car park and all exits from the centre to be blocked by surly guards. But instead a matronly woman and diminutive man descended from a rickshaw, their car having irremediably sunk into a pothole outside Nanjangud.


‘I am S.G. Chithralekha, Second Assistant Chief Inspector, DoSA,’ said the woman, the glare of her fuchsia sari adding to the harsh brilliance of her eyes.


Suspended on various chains and cords, a number of items had come to rest on the massive shelf of her bosom: reading glasses, an amulet, a phone and a locket. The strings of jasmine in her hair looked like they dared not wilt, no matter how hot the day.


S.G. Chithralekha’s gaze was drawn at once to Adam’s fervent incantations on the front lawn.


‘Who is that man?’ she asked.


‘One of our guests,’ said Bindu, trying to guide her towards the reception desk, ‘a very studious and humble man. He has a big second-hand car dealership in England but look how simply and spiritually he is dressed.’


S.G. Chithralekha offered no comment and gestured to her male assistant to follow them. She made no attempt to introduce him and he did not appear to expect otherwise.


Bindu had not been expecting a woman. A woman would intuit the shortcomings of the centre, especially a woman like S.G. Chithralekha. With one look at Thomas and Rosa, she would discern the toxic atmosphere in the spa; she would sense the terror seeping out of agoraphobic Dafna’s room; she would suspect that Gopal had surreptitiously been taking photos of female guests and see that the centre’s accounts were as fanciful as its testimonials.


The centre owners pulled up in the car park at that moment. They had chosen to arrive in a battered Maruti 800, borrowed from a lesser branch of the family, rather than in one of their SUVs. It was best not to give these government officials the wrong idea. Further introductions were made and the two DoSA officials were taken to observe a meditation class and to interview the yoga teachers.


Bindu began to walk up the path to make sure the storerooms were tidy when she saw Manjula running towards her, sari hitched up in one hand, a duster fluttering in the other.


‘Bindu madam,’ she panted, ‘he’s dead.’


‘Who? What are you talking about?’


‘The big man from America. I went to clean his room now and I saw him. Finished.’


This was the abridged version. Manjula had knocked on Mr Anderson’s door, and hearing no response, had gone in using her key. His body lay on the bedspread, stiff and solid, one arm aimed at the skirting board. She had known instantly that he was dead. Spotting his trousers folded over a chair, she had gone through the pockets. In his wallet there was a picture of a woman and a teenaged boy, their round faces shimmering like Kashmiri apples. Manjula had extracted a thousand rupees and fifty dollars and slipped the wallet back into the man’s trousers. These days she knew not only where to change foreign currency but which dealer offered the best rates. After hiding the money behind a loose brick in the kitchen wall, she had raised the alarm.


In spite of Santhosh’s efforts to delay the DoSA officials at the spa, when the police arrived S. G. Chithralekha was watching with great interest and making notes in a diary. Her assistant sat on a sack of rice, his head in his hands.


A short while later members of the local press made an appearance.


One reporter planted himself in front of Bindu.


‘How did he die? Drugs?’ he asked eagerly.


‘Drugs are strictly prohibited in every part of the yoga centre,’ said Bindu, trying to make her way past him.


‘You can say off the record, madam. Overdose?’ he persisted.


Bindu wanted to weep. Events had taken such a devastating turn that they had bested her most pessimistic forecasts. She turned away from the reporter and tried to find a quiet spot where she could bring some order to her thoughts.


At the entrance to the spa Thomas and Rosa watched the melee, their faces expressionless. Rosa ate a banana, swirling and sucking on each mouthful until it slipped down her throat. When she finished, she tossed the peel into the air and went back inside. The peel landed on Thomas’s feet.




* * *





After the last policeman had left, Srinivasa shut the gates. He thought about the dead man who had come all the way to India from America and was now being taken to an overcrowded morgue where he would probably languish for weeks.


He said to Manjula: ‘This has happened because of you. Your thieving and lying has visited this upon all of us. Even your shadow is inauspicious.’


‘I hope maggots eat your brain from the inside out and that your screams are heard in the furthest corners of hell.’


As Bindu tried to calm anxious guests, she wondered whether she had failed Mr Anderson in some way. He had wanted to tell her something about his life but she had not been able to penetrate his hazy commentary. She sat down on a stool behind the front desk, trying to recall his exact words, her head in the crook of her elbow. When the first guests began to stream past to the dining room for dinner, she did not notice.


She was convinced that the DoSA officials would initiate investigations into the death of her husband. S. G. Chithralekha seemed precisely the kind of person who would make a couple of phone calls to senior bureaucrats and discover in a matter of hours that Bindu’s husband was not only alive but flourishing in the vulcanised rubber industry. Was it illegal to claim a widowhood that one had not yet attained? Bindu did not know. And now there had actually been a death at the centre. In the world’s eyes, Bindu’s crimes would be piling up.


There seemed to be only one option. The next day she called the centre owners and told them that she was returning to Bangalore. They begged her to reconsider but she told them that she had already accepted another job offer.




* * *





The DoSA preliminary report arrived on the day that Bindu left for Bangalore. The report had been expedited as a result of the tragic death of Mr Anderson and a cash incentive offered to Ms Chithralekha by the centre owners. Its conclusions were unequivocal. The Paramasukha International Yoga Centre had proved itself to be an unrivalled provider of spiritual sustenance. The quality of instruction was faultless and its value was only enhanced by the transcendental environment in which it was delivered. The coffee was also delicious.


The inspectors had been amazed to note that during their brief visit one of the centre’s guests had been so committed to selfless devotion and contemplation that he had departed his corporeal form and achieved enlightenment while they were having their lunch. What better illustration could there be of the centre’s phenomenal success?


That evening Bindu got off the bus at Majestic. The wheels had come off her suitcase and she had some trouble dragging it along the uneven paving stones, past the bus conductors, the touts and the hawkers. She waited at the traffic lights and looked at the circuit of jagged concrete: the sweep of the overpass, the cracked stanchions, the buildings that warped into each other. At the next corner stood the hotel where she had worked. The management had agreed to take her on again but at slightly reduced wages.

















Drums





I never knew women could make such noises. All around me their snores are rising like the voices of demons. See, that feeble girl near my feet sounds as if she is trying to climb out of her grave. And somewhere at the back of the tent, the worst of all, a she-spirit howling for salvation. Who knows what kind of sleep this is? I would have been happier to be thrown into one of the tents with all the men. None of them would want to touch me. And their spit-wet growling would not make my chest heave like the din from these troublesome slatterns all around me.


Next to me, a woman is awake.


‘One or two more days,’ she says to her child. ‘Then we will go home.’


‘Why are you lying to her?’ I ask.


The woman tucks the girl’s head deep into her bosom and shrugs away from me.


‘You.’ I touch her neck.


The woman’s head snaps towards me: ‘Be quiet.’


‘Why are you lying to the girl? You are not going anywhere.’


‘If you don’t know anything, stop talking.’


‘Know what?’


‘The camp is closing tomorrow or the day after. They are moving us somewhere else.’


‘Where?’


She lowers her head and stays silent.


A few moments later she says: ‘We will pack up our things and go.’


Pack up our things. My things are in a bundle I can feel against the bones in my back. There are two saris. There is a tin plate, a bead necklace and a towel. A hundred rupee note is stitched into the hem of a rag.


If we are leaving in one or two days, that is not much time. God save me, I have no idea where we will end up. If they will not take us back to the village, then where?




* * *





Sani is in this tent. Her presence is like a knife slicing into my palms. I have not spoken to her for more than thirty years but I always know when she is nearby. I can count her breaths and guess where her foot is going to fall. I have known her all her life.


All those years ago I ran her finger along a bamboo stalk, as smooth as a mirror. I told her we had to cut while the moon’s crescent was young. I showed her the axe’s blade with its perfect edge. I watched as she stood the culms in the sun. I helped her drag them into the shade. I sliced off the nodes and pared down their scars slowly, so she could see. I taught her to slit the ends open, drive a wedge into the stem and split the whole from its heart.


When she was unclean, I would sneak into the hut and feed her peanuts and honey. The following month I would do it again.


I lined her eyes with kohl. In return, Sani took my husband.




* * *





‘You would not lie to an old woman.’


The men look up.


‘Is it true that we are being moved from here tomorrow?’


They look at each other.


‘Yes, we are going to a five-star hotel tomorrow. There will be one servant to scratch your head and one to scratch your feet,’ says the one with a face like a bat.


‘Please tell me, if you know anything. I beg you not to make fun of an old woman.’


‘The government won’t even give us two meals here. Where do you think they will take us?’


‘To another camp?’


‘A better one? One with sofas and TVs?’


The men laugh again.


I walk on.




* * *





Every morning and evening there is a roll call for all the men and boys in the camp. They line up outside the broken school building to be counted. As if any of these weaklings would escape. Beyond the barbed wire, there are only Naxalis, land-mines and, over there in the distance, the forest. After roll call, the men leave to dig the road that seems to stretch endlessly. And they return when the sun is low to be counted again by the soldiers.


Sani’s son is one of these men. Deva takes after her in every way. It is as if cakes of clay have been stripped off her face, arms and thighs and used to mould a young man. His eyes stare like hers, his forehead is narrow, his limbs are long. You won’t believe, he even shrugs like her, one shoulder higher than the other. There is nothing of his father in him.


Deva pretends to be a respectful man, even though Sani’s slyness must course through his veins too. He always bows his head when he sees me. During the day he disappears with the other men to work on the road but he is back here in the evening. I see him walking through the camp or eating with his mother. Every time I say it: how alike they look. He used to bring me water in the village even though I never touched it. He would return without a sound for the pot. He has brought wood. He has tried to touch my feet. She makes him call me ‘grandmother’ even though she is only ten years younger than me and I was married to his father. She is a crafty witch; I have been seeing that all her life.


My mother said that I should go and see her baba. He would make my husband return. But I knew that no mantra, no sacrifice, no salve could take on the power of Sani’s long lashes. He would return only if he wanted to. And he never did. He was killed by his own hand, a machete wound that ate him alive. He got what he deserved.




* * *





The fires have been lit. Their light softens this place, the faces lose their spite. I pass the groups looking at the glow and walk alongside the fence. I have come far from my tent. Here the ground is chalky and dead fronds snap under my feet. There is hardly any moon tonight but I have good eyes. There are shadows that skip and twist ahead of me and I make my way towards them.


A group of men are standing with their backs to me. One of them hears me approach and spins around.


‘What do you want?’ he asks, stepping forward.


I beckon to him.


‘Get away from here, what’s wrong with you?’ he hisses.


The men with him have decided that I am not worth bothering about and don’t even turn around. I see that a crowd has formed in front of them and I push my way to the front. There is a thrashing of wings and the shine of white feathers. The men are preparing a pit for a cockfight. Even when they are caged in a camp they have to scratch out their strength on a chicken’s buttocks.


No women at the cockfights, they used to say in the village. You women will pour water on a fighter’s flame. But I went once, dressed as a boy. The winning cock was a glorious creature, its plumes snatched from the night. As it moved forward, its red throat rose out of a breast of rock, its eye as vicious as its spur. The men were drunk with the power of what they were seeing. I smelt it in their sweat, saw it in their veins.


But the cocks by the side of this pit are ravaged little vermin. One is a speckled cripple with a stub of a comb. The other has a stomach the colour of shit. There is no roar here, no frenzy. The men rub the cocks’ legs. See how they do it: each action stolen and sly. There are whispers and grumbles. A bundle of twigs rakes through the sand. There is a quick count and the cocks are let loose in the pit. Where is the roar? I swear to you, within seconds the cocks collide and collapse. The handler of the speckled cock pulls it back. He jolts it against his knee and then blasts smoke into its eyes. He releases the cock into the pit again but look at it, the runt just falls back into his arms.


I want to say to the men that this is what their manhood has become here. Two stunted cocks who don’t even have the strength to bleed. I nudge my way back through the group.


A man standing on his own has been watching me. He doesn’t look like the other men here, the kind who would sell you their mothers for a handful of mahua blossoms.


‘Not wagering anything, grandmother?’ he asks me.


‘All I have is in my belly.’


‘You have that at least.’


‘How much do they pay you to work on the road?’


‘Fifty rupees a day, if we are lucky.’


‘So you must have a nice treasure hidden away.’


‘Yes, why not, I shit gold coins every morning.’


‘Someone told me they are closing the camp tomorrow and taking us somewhere else. What do you think, is it true?’


‘Does a frog care whose foot crushes him, the ranger’s or the poacher’s? Even if you find out where we are going, what will you do?’


I chuckle.


‘Do you have another beedi?’


He takes the one pressed between his lips and hands it to me. When I suck it, the tobacco hits me like a punch to the face.




* * *





Years ago my husband took Sani to see the cave shrine near Badhgarh. I saw them leave, hurrying as the sun came up. I followed them. We walked the whole way, more than three hours, she a few paces behind him, and then a safe distance away, me. The three of us threaded through the forest, past the faces on the kusum trunks and the walls of moss. He merged with the trees and the soil; I could only hear his steps. But I never lost sight of her sari, a dark purple in the forest light. They only stopped to rest once, sitting on a fallen tree. I stood with my back to them, not wanting to see them at rest, listening instead for the sound of crushed leaves as they moved on.


When they reached the rock I held back and watched them climb. He was strong and quick. I could see her struggle on the slope, her thigh quivered as it bore her weight. He pulled her up, grasping at her arm, her waist. When they reached the top, I could see them carved into the sky.


I went after them, taking two boulders at a time, jumping over clefts, tasting the salt from my sweat. I had made this journey many times before and I knew a route that was short but steep. It ended at a ridge that dipped towards the Badhgarh cave like an arrowhead. My feet in the smallest nooks, my fingers clawing at gravel, I must have pierced and grazed my skin dozens of times. At last I drew my body up over the edge.


I lay on the rock and caught my breath, its warmth seeping into my stomach. Below me Sani and my husband stood under a mantel of stone. The sun was in my eyes but I swear I had never seen them more clearly. They stood still, looking in the direction of the entrance to the cave. Then he lowered her to the ground, leaned back against the rock and laid her head in his lap. I saw it for the last time, the tenderness of a man.


Only I know how I ran down that hill, sliding on scree, stumbling over roots. I reached the forest and the knots in the grasses whipped against my legs. Giant sprays of ferns slapped at my face. I could feel every groove and clump under my feet as I ran until my breath left me and I threw myself on to the ground. Clods of earth crumbled under my back as a teetar sent down its taunts from the branches above. I knew then that Sani was pregnant.


I can see Sani’s form as I settle in my corner in the tent. She has a choice to go and sleep somewhere else. But she continues to take her place here. It is her way of letting me know that she has done nothing wrong. We are old, the hills are bare, the man is dead, our homes are embers. What else needs to happen? That is what she is asking me when she lies there.




* * *





Even in a place like this, there is music. The sound rises above the massive sal tree and enters the tent. I can hear the conversation of two drums. There is the bigger one, the male, pounding. Then there is the smaller female, resisting. Come, says the male drum, come closer. No, says the female drum, her beats sharper and softer. I think you should, says the male, persuading, insisting. No, says the female, but you can tell that her count is fading, her pulse becoming faint. At last, says the male, his rhythm the god. There is one last surge and then there is silence. Stupid bitch; she should have slapped him across the face with a broom.
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