



[image: image]






The Gypsy Goddess




[image: Image]


[image: Image]




First published in Great Britain in 2014 by Atlantic Books,
an imprint of Atlantic Books Ltd.


Copyright © Meena Kandasamy, 2014


The moral right of Meena Kandasamy to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act of 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.


This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination and not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities, is entirely coincidental.


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available
from the British Library.


Hardback ISBN: 978 1 78239 178 4


E-book ISBN: 978 1 78239 179 1


Printed in Great Britain


Map © Jamie Whyte


Atlantic Books
An Imprint of Atlantic Books Ltd
Ormond House
26–27 Boswell Street
London
WC1N 3JZ


www.atlantic-books.co.uk




For Amma, Appa and Thenral
For holding me together




[image: Image]




Slaughter and terror did not stop them. How can you
frighten a man whose hunger is not only in his own
cramped stomach but in the wretched bellies of
his children? You can’t scare him – he has known
a fear beyond every other.


JOHN STEINBECK, THE GRAPES OF WRATH
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Long Live Agriculture! Agriculture is National Service!!
We Will Increase Paddy Production!
We Will Eradicate Famine!!
PADDY PRODUCERS’ ASSOCIATION,
NAGAPATTINAM TALUK
42/2, Mahatma Gandhi Salai, Nagapattinam, Tanjore District


MEMORANDUM SUBMITTED TO THE HONOURABLE
CHIEF MINISTER OF MADRAS SEEKING
IMMEDIATE REDRESSAL OF THE GRIEVANCES
OF PADDY CULTIVATORS


Greetings!


It is with a heavy heart that this petitioner begs to bring to the kind attention of your Honourable Self, some of the sufferings undergone by the paddy cultivators of Nagapattinam as a consequence of the mischievous politics and misconceived propaganda that has gripped the coolies.


For the past ten years, agricultural coolies have been constantly demanding an increase in their daily wages, and whenever it has been denied to them, they have organized strikes and paralysed life in our district. Self-styled Communist leaders, who are themselves comfortably well off, are also responsible for illegal encroachment on other people’s lands. Not merely do they disregard the rights of the landowners, but they do so like militant Naxalites, by instigating the labourers to commence farming on these encroached lands. It suffices to state that, in practice, they harvest other people’s fields and take away the agricultural produce, a major share of which is given to their leaders.


The increasing agony faced by the landowning mirasdars has forced us to create the Paddy Producers Association, and the aim of our organization is twofold: to liberate the agricultural coolies from the wicked company of these dubious leaders; and to create a relationship of mutual goodwill and understanding between the landowners, tenant farmers and the agricultural coolies who play a crucial role in rice cultivation.


The Communist leaders merely keep coming up with a list of demands and inciting their followers to go on strike. When their unreasonable demands are not acceded to, they approach the government, which holds talks between the warring landowners and the labourers, and a temporary settlement is then reached. This petitioner, like other cultivators, is of the opinion that every meeting has extended the privileges of the agricultural coolies and this has empowered and emboldened the Communist leaders, who seek to create famine in order to make this land a fertile breeding ground for Maoism.


This petitioner wishes to point out that in order to keep creating new agreements, the agricultural coolies keep protesting. All these agreements have been a threat to peace and law and order. Whenever the government officials have decided to hold tripartite talks, these leaders appear with a list of impossible demands. This petitioner, as a landlord from Irinjiyur and being the representative of the mirasdars, has remained stubborn and refused to entertain any of these demands, saying that implementation of these demands was impractical, displaying the same tenacity exhibited by the intractable leaders of the opponents. As a consequence of this petitioner’s uncompromising stance and his determination not to be held to ransom by a bunch of blackmailing Communists, he has been considered their foremost enemy. They have taken it upon themselves to cause irreparable damage and hardship, and, on several occasions, they have threatened to finish off this petitioner and his relatives. Moreover, these verbal threats have often sought to be fructified by carrying out violent agitations outside the petitioner’s home. By following his instinct of self-preservation and maintaining a high degree of tolerance to their provocations, the petitioner has managed to safeguard himself from physical harm. However, their immature acts and political tricks have not been successful in shaking either the petitioner’s determination or his ideology, and, consequently, the desperate Communists have embarked on another shocking and dangerous strategy.


Presently, their leaders have sent away one of their dutiful henchmen named Chinnapillai to some undisclosed location, and they have submitted a complaint that this petitioner killed that man and destroyed all evidence of such a murder. It is reliably learnt that this has been filed as a ‘Missing Persons Report’ at the Keevalur police station, Nagapattinam, on 15th March 1968 or thereabouts, and this hoax is currently under investigation by the police. At this juncture, it becomes necessary to point out that three years before, a similar conspiracy was hatched to implicate the petitioner. A man named Sannasi went to a village near Karaikkal, and immediately a story started doing the rounds that this man was killed by the landlords. But before this rumour could take the shape of a malicious complaint, it came to be known that Sannasi had died of intoxication from drinking bootleg arrack in that village. The aforementioned complaint exposes the mala fide intention of the Communist leaders, who doggedly seek to imprison this petitioner because he presents the greatest threat to their nefarious activities.


Not only have they filed such a complaint, but they have also held public meetings to demand the immediate arrest of this petitioner. Incapable of achieving the expected results in spite of their best efforts, these leaders have changed their plan of attack. As a part of this new strategy, they organize marches close to the petitioner’s residence, chant provocative slogans and condemn the petitioner in the most disparaging manner possible. They have rained down curses on him with the secret motive of making him step out of his home so that he could be dealt with in any manner they deemed fit. In such excruciating circumstances, the petitioner cautiously stayed behind bolted doors and saved himself from a miserable fate.


Without a shred of doubt, the petitioner believes that the Communists have identified him as a target of their agitations and that they will succeed in their objective. If the Communists are not made to restrain themselves, and permanent legal measures are not taken to solve this problem, no landlord can remain safe. The petitioner feels that unless this nuisance is nipped in the bud, Nagapattinam is bound to face unprecedented law and order problems.


Although the Communist leaders and the gullible workers who follow them have trespassed on our lands, illegally harvested our crops and caused us immense suffering, we, as the members of the Paddy Producers Association, are committed to a policy of staunch non-violent opposition. To protect ourselves from such routine blackmail and misguided attacks in the future, it has become incumbent upon this petitioner to appeal to your Honourable Self to deliver justice. East Tanjore district is in dire need of protection in order to sustain its honour and tradition of being the granary and rice bowl of the entire land. If the Communists are allowed a free rein, famine is imminent, and it will prove to be calamitous to the people.


In your exemplary book, Thee Paravattum, your Honourable Self has written about the fire of reason destroying the dogma of superstitions. Now the time has come to destroy the dogma of communism that has divided the people into classes and set them against each other. If left unchecked, these weeds in our society will choke the hope of any future harvest.


It is respectfully prayed that as the Honourable Chief Minister, Your Excellency shall interfere in this grave matter at the earliest and take necessary steps to restore the lost confidence of the terror-stricken landowners who are living in a constant state of fear, and thereby liberate Nagapattinam from the clutches of Communists in order to prevent violence and bloodshed.


I have the honour of being, Sir,


Your most humble and obedient servant,


Date: 1st May 1968
Station: Irinjiyur


GOPALAKRISHNA NAIDU
President




part one


BACKGROUND
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1. Notes on Storytelling


It is difficult to write a novel living in a land where despotic bards ensured that for more than a thousand years, literature existed only in the form of poetry – alliteration under the armpit, algebra around the rhyming feet. Meter was all that mattered. But every language put forth its own share of Bacons and banyans and so, Tamil prose was born. A child actor, it made an odd public appearance here and there, every now and then, but the absence of reality TV in those times made a recluse out of this little rebel, who soon refused to speak or sing, and instead opted for solitary confinement. Years later, the first signs of a moustache and breasts began to show, hair sprouted in downward spirals, and prose attained puberty without much fanfare. Riddled with teenage angst and burdened with an androgynous voice, it did not take long for this youngster to realize that poetry could never be replaced. Emerging from a bat-ridden library, the self-sentenced one broke into the system deviously, under the pretext of praise. Copious critical notes of the works of the afore-referred tyrannical poets came to be written, and, what’s worse, read. Poetry was the multiversal megastar; prose began its humble career as a dubious philological commentator. Betrayal and backstabbing belonged to another day, close at hand but hidden away. Centuries later, dedestructionists would study this phenomenon and tweet their findings – Poetry: fucked up by flattery and falsehood; Prose: proved talk is not cheap, turned purple, never got rid of its inclination to comment.


Back to this novel: Tamil in taste, English on the tongue, free of all poetry and prosody, dished out in dandy prose. Forgive this text its nagging tendency to try and explain, its disposition to tag its opinion at every turn of phrase. Please understand that staying verbose is a part of the process of prose. And also, please kindly understand that such underselling is clear evidence of my commitment to a supreme mission of self-sabotage.


Now, allow me an auspicious start. Amen and Bismillah ir-Rahman ir-Rahim. And so on and so forth. And, six times for the sacred sake of my mother-sexed tongue, Murugamurugamurugamurugamurugamuruga.


Once upon a time, in one tiny village, there lived an old woman.


Writing in the summer of the Spring Revolution, I anticipate everybody to be let down by an opening line that does not contain one oblique reference to a grenade, or a crusade, or even the underplayed and taboofied favourite, genocide. Homemade as slave trade and clichéd as conveyed, this beginning is meant to disappoint and devalue the great importance placed on grand entrances.


A first-generation woman novelist evidently working in a second language from that third-world country, literary critics may pooh-pooh and pin me down with prize-orange tartness after reading such a tame line, and prepare to expect nothing more than a domestic dramatic-traumatic tale. Let them jest in peace.
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Once upon a time, in another tiny village, there lived another old woman.


This transplantation falls flat on its face, the fatal forehead first. Such a strategic shift of location and the introduction of a new population seems to have no effect on anybody’s perception of a story. My Facebook fans, who have flocked around me in eager expectation of the clinching first line, have already deserted me. My family seems ready to disown me, friends prepare to fly away, and former lovers disappear. It dawns on me that readers have no patience for over-familiar tales or shared experiences. And how can I go ahead with the story when the first line itself has not instantly received a hundred thousand Likes?


Most people are tired of history, and also tired of history repeating itself, so I am constrained to try a new way to chart and plot my way past their boredom. Since fiction is all about reaching out to an anonymous audience, I shall try and drown my story in non-specificities for the first thousand and eight narrations.
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Once upon some time, in some village of some size, there lived an old woman.


English, with its expertise of having administered the world, requires more efficiency. Not these breaks and starts. Perhaps the first line should frame the conflict and grip the reader with the revelation that this old woman eventually loses her extended family during a massacre. Or perhaps the first line should not bother about one old woman, and, instead, it should reflect on a universal issue: untouchability or class struggle. Or perhaps the first line should not concern itself with character or conflict, and instead talk about the land that fed the world but forgot to feed all of her own people.


From what I have heard, place is always a good place to start. Nagapattinam, the theatre of the Old Woman’s teary, fiery story. Tharangambadi, the village of her birth, land of the singing waves. Kilvenmani, the village into which she married, the village that married itself to communism. To handle that kind of an overloaded opener, I need to dig up a lot of history.
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It is common knowledge that no land would ever be found interesting until a white man arrived, befriended some locals, tried the regional cuisine, asked a lot of impertinent questions, took copious notes in his Moleskine notebook and then went back home and wrote something about it.


Ptolemy – part ethnic Greek, part Hellenized Egyptian – like other white men of dubious descent, took great pride in his knowledge of far-flung places, and, succumbing to the pressures of the publication industry and his own mounting bills, set out to write a Lonely Planet guidebook, in which he made a passing, one-off reference to a Tamil port-city called Nigamos. Hurtled into history in this desperate fashion, Nagapattinam would patiently wait until a Tamil woman came along and decided to write a half-decent novel set in its surroundings.


Between the sixteenth and the twentieth centuries, Nagapattinam went from the very white hands of the Portuguese to the Dutch to the British. Even as she dallied with any of these varieties and every other walk-in vellaikkaaran, she kept intact her liaisons with the Arabs and the Chinese. Everyone stole her rice, and left religion as a souvenir. She lived with their gods, like old women often do. And because she managed to sink into their stories and make them her own, she rose above the other towns, metamorphosing from a sleepy port into a self-contained pilgrimage circuit.


In this land abounding in legends, one temple promises that God will be the Ender of Death; at Sikkal, Murugan receives the spear from his mother before he sets out to battle oppressive demons; bathing at a temple pond in Thirunallaru saves anybody from Saturn’s seven-and-a-half-year itch. Religion reverses its role of divisive troublemaker: everybody flocks to the Nagore Sufi dargah; everybody with a desperate prayer walks on their knees to Our Lady of Velankanni. There is no accounting for taste, either: here, the usually bloodthirsty Kali is sated with sakkarai pongal, a sweet feast of rice cooked in jaggery, while the locals, a little distance away, will show you the exact place where the Buddha came with his lamp and sat under a tree and disappeared. Even St Anthony, who specializes in finding lost objects, came floating into their midst during a flood. Famed for its large chariot and its buxom devadasis, the temple at Tiruvarur once ensured that both gods and men are assured of a good ride. Then there’s the temple for the pubescent Neelayadakshi, the only Tamil goddess with blue eyes. Clearly, some in the steady stream of visiting white men had spilled their seed.
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Reverend Baierlein, translated from the German by a certain J. R. B. Gribble, observed in his book that the Danes docked at Nagapattinam, travelled north to Tharangambadi, the village where the Old Woman would one day be born, promptly named it Tranquebar, and set about preaching the purest gospel in place of all the gossip that was in circulation. This divinely preordained Danish coming involved the story of a shipwreck, an encounter with the king, and other recognizable features of Hollywood drama, but, for a brief while, there was difficulty in casting the sacrificial heroes. While merchants and sailors from Denmark travelled here for trade – and the Tamil women’s trusting eyes – no clergyman was man enough to take the Protestant missionary position in a strange, heathen land. Two Germans were dispatched instead, empty-handed, as the god and his son had asked them to go. With no recourse to evangelical funds, or medical insurance, Heinrich Plutschau stuck to the formula and proselytized without any fanfare and, after five years of puttering around, returned to Europe to defend the mission against critics.


But his companion, Bartholomaeus Ziegenbalg, began work zealously, rejecting both the Paulinian and Ottonian techniques of religious conversion, and formulating his own unique method for translating the word of God into heathen words. Not knowing the intricacies of what could be lost between slippery tongues, he learnt the local language by tracing the alphabet on a bed of sand, read all the 161 texts he could lay his hands on, sought a printing press (from the Danes, but the British supplied it), and placed orders for the Tamil typeface to be made in Halle. The type came, but it was too large and ate up all the paper, so he had the type cut out of lead covers of Cheshire cheese tins, and went to work. Thus, he kept forcing himself on Mother Tamil, who, in order to guard her honour, put up a stiff fight against this alien seeking entry. But he kept at it, tested by the testaments and taunted by Tamil, and had just finished rendering the New Testament into this ruffian, rape-resisting tongue when the contemptuous Copenhagen clergy decided to summon him home again.


The German mangerman left for Madras – according to some reports, carried in a palanquin – in the hopes that he might eventually be able to board a ship to Europe, and the people of his tiny congregation took his disappearance as a manifestation of divine wrath. They decided against disbanding (should Ziegenbalg return) and, to curry favour with their own briefly neglected pantheon, they resorted to the tried-and-tasted technique of sacrificing bellowing chickens and goats to their local, loudmouthed gods and goddesses.
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Some poets are utter losers: unreliable when it comes to facts and incapable when it comes to fiction. Living in a territory that specialized in the development and deployment of torture devices to disfigure breasts, a lotus-eating bard deflected the demand for the appointment of a Special Rapporteur to the United Nations on this issue by playing with the people’s imagination: he linked love to life and life to livelihood and livelihood to the land and the land to the local river, and then, with a smiling simile he likened the lazy, white river to a pearl necklace on the bosom of the earth, and in his picture-perfect poetry that sang of the River Cauvery, the bleeding, blinded breasts of slave labourers in this delta district were forgotten. I stand the risk of ridicule – it is true, the United Nations did not exist at that point in time, breasts are a beautiful metaphor any day, and one has to understand the importance of poetic licence. I am just spreading out the mattress on the riverside, setting up the landscape, inviting you, dear reader, to join me and look beyond the trauma, with the aid of such romantic imagery.


Kilvenmani, the village into which the Old Woman married, is irrigated by two tributaries of the Cauvery: Korai Aaru and Kaduvai Aaru. Korai, after the grass used to weave mats; Kaduvai, after a Parai drum special to the region. Parai as in Paraiyar as in the English ‘pariah’. Rivers are to rice cultivation what lies are to poets: the lifeblood, some might say. Some life, some blood, I will hasten to add.


Initially, I wanted to put this section on poets and rivers down as a footnote and forget everything about the fictional element. Last time I wrote a footnote, however, I made the mistake of suggesting that Ponnar and Sankar, two local guardian deities, were Arundhatiyars, an oppressed untouchable caste, and a case was slapped on me by the touchy touchable caste-Hindus seven years after the book appeared. I received a summons to court, and was charged with wantonly giving provocation with the intent to cause riot, and creating and promoting enmity, hatred and ill-will between different classes. So, my attempts to create a piece of fiction out of facts by telling a story from long, long ago, about an Old Woman in a tiny village, have been shelved until it is time for the thousand and ninth narration. Be consoled that to make up for the form being frivolous, the subject shall be serious.
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Are you still hunting around for the one-line synopsis and the sixty-second sound bite? Do you want me to compress this tragedy to fit into Twitter? How does one even enter this heart of darkness?


Would you like to join Amy Goodman on Democracy Now! as she welcomes Krishnammal Jagannathan, the winner of an alternative Nobel Prize, a brave lady who espouses Gandhism and non-violence, who works to redistribute land to the tillers? Even as Goodman talks the old woman into revealing that she became an activist because of what happened at Kilvenmani, or that she cooked dosai for Martin Luther King during his India sojourn, watch for the bit where she gushes about the descendants of landlords coming in three cars and giving her all their title deeds. You can lean over and listen to them talk, but this sounds like a then-they-lived-happily-ever-after ending. It does not become a conflict-ridden start. Mere transcription is not an academically approved narrative style. Besides, the format of a video interview is a little too disciplined for a novel. This old woman is not the Old Woman of This Novel anyway.


Since it did not work out with Amy Goodman, can we go in search of another white woman to tell this story? There’s Kathleen Gough, Left-leaning professor on the FBI’s Watch List, who occasionally toured Tanjore district for her field trips. Women in Nagapattinam were known to have walked two or three villages to ask her one of two questions: whether white women menstruated, and whether they bathed their newborns in whisky to make them white. Popularity among the local population is an added bonus, but what’s pertinent to this novel is the fact that she came here fifteen years before the tragedy. She also revisited eight years after. Years before I was born, she met some of the eyewitnesses I have met. Even her field notes from 1968 are still intact. If only I could get all of you to read her work, familiarize yourself with Marxist theory and take in all the information tucked away in the footnotes, I would have no need to write this novel. Sadly, you are too lazy for research papers.


To strike a fair balance, would you like to look into old American newspapers? Some headlines say the whole story: Madras Is Reaping a Bitter Harvest of Rural Terrorism; Rice Growers’ Feud With Field Workers Has Fiery Climax As Labor Seeks Bigger Share of Gain From Crop Innovations.


In a way, that is all there is to it. This novel has only to fill in the blanks.
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Should we go to the tiny village to learn its story? Or, should we stay here and continue studying history instead?


Can we use a big word that will rock the boat? Slavery. It feeds White guilt and it deprives Brown folk of a golden opportunity to take pride in being treated better than Blacks. Disciplined novels are dead, well-behaved ones are damned, so allow me the opportunity to bring up this subject matter with a posh euphemism, emigration. In twelfth-century Tanjore, a slave could quote a price and sell himself. This practice did not fall into disuse – when the vellaikkaaran started coming, it evolved into a bazaar of manual labour. Like the dead disappearing into their graves, men going to the Coolie Export Depot at the Nagapattinam port were seldom seen again. If the landlords’ men didn’t manage to find the runaways at the harbour and drag them back to the fields, the coolies – they had become the word for their wage – ended up in Siam or Singapore or the Straits settlements as indentured labourers, becoming bonded to British plantations and railroad projects. Tens of thousands died working but timid readers will not survive that history, so let us stick to the theme that concerns our novel.


But, before that, a brief interlude anyway: would they have lived if they had stayed? In 1646, on a Portuguese vessel that came to Sumatra via our Nagapattinam, there were 400 hunger-starved slaves who couldn’t lift a limb. Sold half-price when they were brought ashore, they spoke of the famine in their land that had swallowed their old ones, their young ones and their talkative ones. Four hundred years later, famine and feudal torture keep throwing them about, and, in fear, they keep taking flight. (The more things change, the more they remain the same. Never mind.)


Many of these Tamil emigrants ended up in Malaya, where they found themselves in every trade union of mine workers and dock workers and ferry workers. Then the government started swatting Communists like mosquitoes and some outspoken Tamil workers were charged with treason, their leader Comrade Ganapati was hanged, and even engaging Lee Kwan Yew as their legal adviser to fight the deportation case did not help matters. Comrade Veerasenan was shot on the high seas in Singapore and only a few men from Malaya – Senan, Iraniyan, and others – managed to get back to India and smuggle communism into their motherland. Labour export, communism import – it is too early to fetishize a foreign commodity that springs out of slave trade. Stay silent and perfect your solemnity. Let me search for its local roots.
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Everyone could, at some point, object to this narrative because it alternates between leading the characters and leading the audience. The story, working hard to break the stranglehold of narrative, does not dabble in anything beyond agriculture. All of fiction’s artefacts used in this novel – lining, holing, filling, mixing, planting, staking, topping, weeding, watering, manuring, threshing, winnowing – are borrowed from a peasant’s paradise. Here, stories grow like haphazard weeds. Here, ideas flow like rain through leaky thatched roofs.


Thread One: communism thrived in East Tanjore because this place had the highest number of discussion-inducing tea stalls in the province. It was often suggested, by none other than the decaffeinated bourgeoisie, that communism would be eradicated if tea ceased to exist. Thread Two: communism crept up only along the railway lines. Thread Two Point Two One: twentieth-century Marxists would turn feudal, almost fascist, and seek to silence everybody who spoke of caste in place of class. Thread Two Point Four: the first posters of Chairman Mao begin to appear towards the end of 1968. Sometimes, Comrade Ho Chi Minh put in a special graffiti appearance. Thread Three: a young man (native informant, with the added bonus of being this author’s father) shudders first, then celebrates, on hearing the story of a class enemy (a landlord of Irinjiyur) being axed into four and forty pieces, his dead flesh wrapped in palm fronds and given away to peasant families as a souvenir of revenge. Thread Five: the first Communist protest in Tanjore seeking higher wages in agriculture takes place in 1943. Thread Six: if the people were to sight a Communist in hiding, they were asked to ring the temple bells in order to alert the police. Thread Seven: close to a thousand Naxalite Communists on remand are brought to Tamil Nadu because the prisons in West Bengal do not have the capacity to hold them all. Thread Eleven: every owner of a gun or revolver or pistol, or any other fire-arm, should deposit the weapon (with ammunition) at the local police station, obtain the safe-custody receipt, fill out a renewal form and wait until procedural formalities are finished over the course of a week. This bureaucratic procedure ensured that even the most trigger-happy landlords were left unarmed for a period of time. The militant Naxalites, with their liquidation-of-landlords programme, waited for ages for the arrival of this week of disarmament. Thread Thirteen: mobilization of the agricultural slaves by the Communists puts an end to inhuman feudal practices.


Rest assured, dear reader: you are intelligent enough to find all the missing threads and tie up the loose ends. People in this land predict rain from the sound of faraway thunder, patterns of the dragonfly in flight, halos around the moon, answers of the spirit-possessed dancers, probability of picking vermilion over sacred ash and other random occurrences. Have hope, my fiction is much more fixed.
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Just because this is a novel set in rural India, do not expect a herd of buffalo to walk across every page for the sake of authenticity. Eager mothers who hold salt and dried red chillies and circle their hands over your head before asking you to spit into their palms three times to trick spirits of the evil eye into abandoning you have been held back at my behest because I do not want to lose you to nostalgia or exotica. The tinkling bells of bullocks could add music to these sentences, but they have been muted so that you can silently stalk the storyline.


Comrade, let’s get this clear. There are only two possible ways of going about this. If you were able to get your papers stamped in the right places, if you have purchased your tickets, I could take you to the village of Kilvenmani and let you immerse yourself in the lifestyle there. I could let you live with them through the seasons, teach you to whistle as you work alongside them in the rice fields in a half-hearted attempt to declass yourselves, hold your hand as you watch the sunset and call it spectacular every single time, let you walk back home with my women. I could teach you what it means to winnow when the wind blows, how to sweep up the leftover grain on a threshing floor, how much the various measures hold, and how to walk with a bundle of firewood on your head. I could cook you gruel and watch you greedily relish it with raw onion. I could show you the sculpted shoulders of the working men; I could make you swoon at the sight of their sweat. I could make you listen to a grandmother’s curse, a mother’s lullabies, an aunt’s dirges. I could ask the roving gypsy woman to tattoo your arms and your legs with an ink made from mothers’ milk. I could provide you the pleasure of being an economy-class voyeur on this exotic time-travel. And this would continue ad nauseam and you would be sick of the cloying sweetness. And chances are, you would never learn.


The only other way of doing this is the way I am doing it.
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The gods in these lands outnumber the people. The demons in these lands outperform Satan. The devils are whirlwinds during daylight; they toss every twig and trembling leaf that comes their way. At night they assume other lives – turning into flickering lights, or stealthy, lamp-eyed cats or a corpse-lady walking backwards. They compete in cross-country racing in the dark, riding on invisible horses. Some demons are held responsible for failure in trade, most of them specialize in ruining crops. At some point of time in their lives, most demons are said to have taken part in stone-throwing and vandalizing public property. On drunken nights, they have caused whole villages to be deserted. If the Old Woman were to be believed, the primary agenda of these demons is to cause terror, and the most malicious of them have been known to set fire to thatched roofs. Watch out for these terrorizing demons, going about setting fire to thatched roofs.
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