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Part One

Ma’s Back






1.

A tale tells itself. It can be complete, but also incomplete, the way all tales are. This particular tale has a border and women who come and go as they please. Once you’ve got women and a border, a story can write itself. Even women on their own are enough. Women are stories in themselves, full of stirrings and whisperings that float on the wind, that bend with each blade of grass. The setting sun gathers fragments of tales and fashions them into glowing lanterns that hang suspended from clouds. These too will join our story. The story’s path unfurls, not knowing where it will stop, tacking to the right and left, twisting and turning, allowing anything and everything to join in the narration. It will emerge from within a volcano, swelling silently as the past boils forth into the present, bringing steam, embers, and smoke.

There are two women in this story. Besides these women, there are others who came and went, those who kept coming and going, those who always stayed but weren’t as important, and those yet to be mentioned, who weren’t women at all. For now, let’s just say that two women were important, and of these, one was growing smaller, and the other bigger.

There were two women and one death.

Two women, one death. How nicely we’ll get on, us and them, once we all sit down together!

Two women: one mother, one daughter, one growing downwards, the other growing upwards. One laughs and says, I’m growing smaller by the day! The other is saddened, but says nothing when she sees herself growing bigger. The mother has stopped wearing saris now that she must stuff more than half the fabric into her waist and raise the hems of her petticoats a little higher each day. Does gradually growing smaller make you catlike, so you may slip through tiny cracks and escape? Puncture a border and slip right through? Develop a knack for near-invisibility?

This must be the reason that the mother was able to slip through to the other side of the border while the daughter was still fretting over how stuck they were. It’s also possible that the smaller woman truly was innocent when she refused to confess to any crime on her part, be it regarding legal permissions, debates over names, or accusations of theft.

Those who didn’t understand her arguments considered her crazy, maybe even vicious. They suspected her of purposefully misleading.

She pointed out that men always get the high-quality dal and women just get leftover mash, don’t they? Hmm? She spoke fearlessly. So? So does that make it right?

But if you stare at them fearlessly, will the border guards understand? You have crossed the border, they reprimand.

She chuckles. Anything worth doing transcends borders. Should I do nothing at all?

No, they retort, and no one is foolish enough not to know this. Even goats and cows know where not to stray. And your eyesight isn’t so bad you can’t see, so how can you be forgiven?

Who’s asking for forgiveness! She roars with laughter and the growing-bigger daughter weeps. And is this all there is to see? Perhaps I too have seen a thing or two. Try seeing with my eyes for once.

If she were to fall, she did not wish for it to be facedown. Wherever the bullet came from, wherever it hit, she would fall straight back and lie supine on the ground. Regally. Her eyes filled with sky.

Let me practise, she’d tell her daughter.

The mother had started hiccupping all the time. She hiccupped and hiccupped and hiccupped. If the daughter had not been in such a state, she’d have grown suspicious as to whether these hiccups were real or fake. They won’t stop with water; give me a slap on the back! the mother would command. If the slap isn’t hard enough, then try a running kick, boom! Try it on my back or in my stomach or on my sides, and make sure I fall down, but on my back, eyes open, forehead facing up; then the hiccups will surely stop. It was a strange remedy, but the daughter did as the mother asked. She kicked and kicked, boom boom boom, and with this new game her mother kept falling over bam bam bam. After a bit of hullabaloo, observers would also burst out laughing—Can you beat it? This old lady’s too much! But the mother told the daughter that she needed to be prepared.

Anyway, long story short, what happened was this: a bullet did come flying towards her, but by then the mother had become an expert at falling backwards. A bullet came, punctured her body, shot through and out the other side. Anyone else would have sprawled facedown in the mud, but Ma flipped backwards like she was doing a somersault. She lay back on the ground in an attitude of victory, elegantly, faceup, as though she was reclining on a soft bed, the sky her coverlet.

Those who consider death to be an ending took this to be hers. But those in the know knew that this was no ending; knew she’d simply crossed yet another border.

So there’s no harm in starting the story right here, that is, the way we’re doing it right now.

*






2.

Before all this there’d already been one death. That of a man, whose wife refused to lift herself up with his cane. This man was the husband of this same mother and the father of this same daughter. His presence was still felt, even in death. But regardless of whether or not he had died, it seemed his widow certainly had. At least that’s how she looked as she lay in her room.

Their room. In a corner of the house. Their bed. In winter. Thick quilt. Hot-water bottle. Woollen cap. The cane still hanging from its hook. The cup still sitting on the teapoy by the bed, with no water in it. When he was alive, this was where he placed his teeth at night. In the morning, he’d reach first for the teeth, then for the cane.

Outside, tooth-chattering cold; inside, Ma, teeth a-chatter.

She was a bundle, shrinking ever more from moment to moment, sending out a scrambled signal from within her vast quilt that she was still in there somewhere. The bundle scrunched-up on one side, then slid up a bit, then down, then over there. Was she testing to see how far she could spread herself? Or was she just turning her face away, turning her back on her children and grandchildren, and in the process dragging herself towards the wall to press against it with all her few-years-shy-of-eighty might to see if she could slip into it entirely?

The wall plays a special role in our story. (As do the doors, since you use them to get from one side to another, from here to there, on and on through the centuries, from forever to forever).

It’s not an unusual wall. No special artistic features. Not a Thar desert wall studded with tiny mirrors, or a wall covered with a collaged design of rocky peaks or some such, with different shapes and colours, or spangled with tinsel garlands and printed with designs for a wedding; nor was it seized with a duplicitous desire in the sweep of modernity to appear old while being new, nor eager to trick our eyes into seeing a plastic wall as mud-plastered, bristling with fake grasses, or set with a mosaic pattern in smooth marble; nor still was it an awesome, colourful, tall, shiny orange-blue-green wall made by multinationals that would never fade or scratch or peel, imperishable, immortal, enduring.

It was just a simple brick-and-cement wall—a yellowing, whitewashed, middle-class wall, holding the ceiling, floor, window, and door together, with a network of pipes, wires, and cables arrayed within, enfolding the entire home in its wallfulness.

This was the sort of wall towards which Ma, now just this side of eighty, was sliding, gradually. A cold wall, during those winter days, and riddled with cracks, the way ordinary walls can be.

What can never be known for certain was whether the wall was playing the greater role in pulling Ma towards it, or whether it was her own desire to show her back to her family that drew her in. Ma just kept getting closer and closer to the wall, and her back became a wall itself, keeping at bay those who came to coax and cajole: Get up, Ma, Get up!
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3.

No, I won’t get up, no getting up, not now, the bundle wrapped in the quilt mumbled. No, no, not now, not getting up.

These words alarmed them, and her children grew more insistent. They were afraid. Oh! Our dear mother! Papa’s gone and he’s taken her with him!

Stop sleeping so much, please get up.

She keeps sleeping. She just lies there. Eyes closed. Back to them. They whisper.

When Papa was alive, she had put her all into looking after him. She was alert, at the ready, no matter how tired. Busy getting ground to a pulp; very much alive. Irritable, upset, coping, faltering, breathing breath after breath after breath.

Everyone’s breath flowed through her, and she breathed everyone’s breath.

And now she’s saying she won’t get up. As though Papa was her only reason for living. Now he’s gone, has her reason too?

No, Ma, no, the children insisted, look outside, the sun is shining, get up, pick up the cane, it’s hanging right here, try some roasted rice, it has peas in it. Maybe she has loose motions, give her a digestive powder!

No, I will noooot. No, nyo, nyooo, Ma mewls.

She’s tired, poor thing, alone and defeated, lift her up, get her involved; entertain her! Sympathy flows from them immeasurable as the waters of the Ganga, washing over Ma’s back.

Noooot nooooow, Ma tries to scream. But her voice comes out a whimper.

Did Ma think that her children’s efforts to make her live were pushing her into the wall? Was that it? When footsteps neared the room, she’d turn her back, she’d stick to the wall. She’d play dead, eyes and nose closed, ears shut, mouth sewn, mind numb, desires extinct; her bird had flown.

But the children were also stubborn. They dug in. How to make eyes nose ears grow on that back?

It was all the same old, same old to her. Same squabbling and squalling. Same fire, fuel, and flour. Same wash the diapers. Nyoooo, nyooooo, she repeated.

Here was no machination: her words—machinelike. A machine winding down. A worn-out mechanism. In the languor of conserving energy, she mumbled weakly, no, nnnnno, nnnoooo.

Nooooo not gettting up anymooooore.

Just a few words, but they alarmed the children. Ma is dying!

Words. But what are words, really, hmmm? They’re mere sounds with meanings dangling from them. That have no logic. They find their own way. Arising from the squabble between a sinking body and a drowning mind, they grab hold of antonyms. The seed planted was a date tree; what blossomed was hibiscus. They wrestle with themselves—wrapped up in their own game.

No, now I won’t get up: who was playing with the fear and death of that phrase? These mechanical words became magical, and Ma kept repeating them, but they were becoming something else, or already had.

An expression of true desire or the result of aimless play?


No, no, I won’t get up. Noooooo, I won’t rise nowwww. Nooo rising nyooww. Nyooo riiise nyoooo. Now rise new. Now, I’ll rise anew.
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4.

A sapling of a word. Creating a ripple all its own. Full of hidden desires. The noes of the dying hold their own secrets. Their own dreams.

Like this. A tree grew, took root. But: tired of the circling shadows of familiar faces, of the embrace of leaves of familiar fragrances, of the chirping on the branches, of the same old vibrations. And so it came to be that the tree felt stifled and murmured, no, no!

But there is wind and rain, and the puff of no that flies up between them and takes the form of a snippet. A scrap, that flutters and flaps and flit-flit-flitters and swirls about the branch into a ribbon of desire that wind and rain unite to bind there. Each time they tie another knot. One more knot. A no, not. A know knot. A knew knot. A new knot. A new desire. New. Nyoo. Becoming. The new refusal of no. Flutter, flitter, flap flap flap.

So it’s the same old tree. The one you see right in front of you. A plume of smoke—no no no—on its trunk and low-hanging branches, trailing and dangling from above—no no nyo—and then the branches and shoots—hands and fingers—leap towards the moon in the sky—no nyoo—new new.

Or from the ceiling. Leaping dragging. Or from the wall.

Where it has found a hole, or made one, from where a tiny being, a jagged breath, crawls out. Breaking down the wall, puff by puff.

*






5.

Who can really hate their own? But certainly they can exasperate.

Get up.


No.

Sunshine.

No.

Soup.

No.



Back. Silent. Wall.

As soon as Sid arrives, he’s rushed to her. Sid, her favourite grandson. Siddharth, now Sid. The one and only person she can’t completely turn her back on.

She’s been lying here since morning.

She even went to the bathroom later than usual, then came back and stayed in bed.

No eating, no drinking, not even touching tea to mouth.

Flowers blooming, but she doesn’t care.

Chrysanthemums, but she doesn’t see.

Sid has his own ways. Comes and goes with no one the wiser. Out jogging, or at the gym, a cricket match, a tennis tournament, swaggering around with his guitar, teasing, joking, parents scolding, he quick-witted and clowning with all. Slips inside with bat or racket, throws something on the floor, sprinkles water on his hands, face, tosses aside a t-shirt, sprinkles talc, grabs an apple and starts to chomp, and straight to Daadi’s room.

Granny, naughty girl, get up, up and about!

Daadi’s no no no won’t fly here. What should the back do now? At this breath of fresh air?

She whimpers, but fondly. T’so cold. Whisperwhisper muttermutter. She melts a little.

An excuse. But a true one. Once uttered, truer. Really truly. Trembling within the quilt, trembles tumbling loose like a mouse running through the dark, Ma tenses and hides, but Siddharth is Sid. Must give it a try. So she whispers her mother’s old rhyme of winter: chilla jaara din chaalees, poos ke pandrah, maagh pachees—bitter cold winter for forty days, fifteen for the month of Poos, twenty-five for the month of Magh.

Speaks, after silence, and quotes a melodious proverb. The voice sings. A wavy wave. That bbbitter cccold for ffforty days fffifffteeen for Poos, twenty-fffffive fffor Mmmmagh.

Awesome, Daadi! You and me should enter the Grammies, we’ll win for sure!

Sid ran to fetch his guitar. He slung it around his neck and jumped onto Daadi’s bed. He began to strum and sing at the top of his lungs in his own style—just chill, chill … just chilly cold, the cold forty days forty forty…fifteen for Pus, on Pus and twenty-five for Magh, for Magh, yo yo yo…same old

One couldn’t help laughing. Ma smiled slightly. She simply couldn’t turn her back on this child. She couldn’t stay dead, dying, around his zesting, zing-zanging pizzazz.

If it were anyone else, she’d turn her back, close her eyes, a half-dead bundle. Indifferent to every role: mother wife widow, mother-style wife-style widow-style, or wrap them all into one: family-style role (roll?), and fed up with all of them.

And so, at the slightest sound at the door to the house, she’d curl up and die, huddled against the wall, lifeless back turned towards the world.

But the door stayed open—metaphorically, that is. Someone passing by. They make a sound. Ma’s well-trained ear recognises instantly, from a lifetime attuned to the sounds of others, that someone has just entered through the door.

The door…
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6.

The door. Not many knew that this was no ordinary door. Generations had dwelled within the walls it upheld.

The door to the home of her eldest son. Where the walls take on different forms over time, but in reality exist within the shelter of that open door; where that same home stays standing, generation after generation.

Such is the fate of the homes of eldest sons.

This particular eldest son—let’s call him Bade—had long been employed at the sort of government job that involves many transfers, so his homes and walls kept changing cities, and his door remained open in all districts.

Shifting walls. Do the walls in Bade’s home glide? Do they dance? Is the door an ox that pulls the walls of the home like a cart? This is the same home in which the father (and grandfather) of the family had always scolded his servants and his offspring. Once, this home had been on the banks of the Ganga, near fields of roses, in the eastern soil of Uttar Pradesh. Then, leaving some denizens of the household amongst the fragrance of flowers, the rest had gone to live near the perfume factories of nearby cities. Some, one hears, branched out from roses and attar to opium fields. Among these, a few became opium-eaters themselves, and called themselves zamindars. Finally the day arrived when the eldest son of the home, father of the eldest son of the present household, and husband of the present living-dead mother, split off from those decadent and debased relations. Taking nine thousand rupees as his share of the walls, he became a government servant and set out on an expedition around the nation, multiplying his tribe as they moved from one bungalow to another, unaware that despite taking his share of the money and leaving, he’d brought the rose-fragrant home with him, simply pouring it into different structures of bricks and mortar.

However, he hadn’t done anything dishonest on purpose, so it wouldn’t be fair to call his actions deceitful. He was unaware of the tenacity of walls, this proclivity of theirs, and how when the next son takes the reins, they will travel with him as well. Vehicles change, hearths change, times, cities, heights, widths, everything from here to there, Lords of Inconstancy all, but from the beginning of time until forever, that same home, walls and door will live on.

But why badmouth the father here? Our great social scientists have been barking up the wrong tree. They’ve maintained that the joint family is breaking up, the ancestral homes are collapsing; Indian style is becoming selfish style. But the joint family is an invisible home—they didn’t think of that—and homes are made of gliding walls—they never imagined that either. Dancing gliding flouncing sweet-smelling walls, and holding them all together, a quiet door. Open. Upright. Through which anyone can come or go. Go and come. And keep coming, keep going.

When you go through something you tear through it. So what if it’s a door? By walking in and out, you tear its heart wide open.

That which is torn develops an increased capacity for insight and forbearance. A capacity to experience sensations that escape the notice of others. That’s what it’s like, see, the door to an eldest son’s home through which generations ooze.

The door to Bade’s home knows it must remain open no matter what, and there are no constraints on those who enter—in terms of time of arrival, advance notice or knocking before entry. Always free to be and free of charge. You might have just come out of the bath wrapped in a towel, and some relation from the village who has dropped by with wife and kids is standing there, and all you can do is smile and yell for tea and snacks, drape some clothing over your body, and never stop to wonder how long these guests plan to stay. The son needs a job, the daughter’s getting engaged, someone needs to gain admission somewhere—they could be glad or sad or greedy or needy, who knows what’s brought them to the door. You might’ve just applied a skin-toning face mask, or be colouring your hair with mehndi, when suddenly, your sister-in-law appears, to introduce some friend to Ma who might make her feel better, and it’s meal time too, so everyone must eat after all, and you must go about face mask still smeared on, looking like a ghost. Or the grandson could be sharing juicy gossip with girlfriends or boyfriends, and saying things like fuck you screw you, and then someone suddenly appears at the door. Seeing, hearing, smiling, adding comments and critiques, chiming in with personal perspectives. The word privacy isn’t even in the dictionary here, and if anyone lays claim to such a right, she is eyed with suspicion. What’s she hiding, after all? Seems fishy.

And what does CCTV comprehend of the all-knowing secrets of a door? It has blind faith in its own technological perfection, so how could it understand there’s such a thing as a door that sees all, hears all, records all, and has been doing so long before it came into being? Everyone has been going back and forth through it since forever.

Nonetheless, sometimes someone comes along: one or two or even three who are just about to come through it when they stop—hmmm—was that a breath? A foot, lifted to enter, pauses, hovers in the air. A drama unfolds in that moment. Arrested in midair, dramatically balancing, a foot upraised as though startled, and now can’t decide whether to forge ahead or return whence it came. As though in a quandary as to where the world lies: ahead or behind? Which is reality and which is make-believe?

The raised foot becomes a hovering question—am I on this side or that?

Every time Bade’s sister pauses in this pose at his door, the thought flashes through her mind—have I been acting until now, or am I just about to start?
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7.

Bade’s sister disliked airports because she found herself in them all the time. She felt like a tiny bug among many, trapped in a laboratory. Fake lights, fake passions, fake pushing and shoving. Bugs  like her, crammed into every crevice, all terribly busy and awfully foolish, running in every direction, looking for their gates. Everyone’s been dressed in clean and crisp attire, and everyone’s had identical wheeled suitcases attached to them that pull them along. In this glittering fluorescence, their every movement is observed, their every particularity captured by the cameras. That bug just stroked the collar of its Louis Vuitton blouse with its tiny hand, and that one has stuck its finger up its nose!

What sort of procreative sport is taking place in this vast arena? Did the scientists gather us together when we still nestled inside our eggs under controlled heat and light—our incubator—to see us hatching, foolishly waving our arms and legs in the air, rolling upside down, then fleeing in old age? From confusion to Confucian. The bugs stand in line, the bugs break the line, the bugs scatter. Alert eyes follow them. Suspicious, interrogating.

The egg cracks, rocks, is x-rayed.

It’s okay for bugs to be bugs, but for humans to be bugs, ack, the infamy!

Keep a stern eye on them. Watch. Assess.

But really, this watching, this assessing—it’s an experience that travels across lifetimes for sisters and daughters. Just when they want to flee their families and they’ve lifted a foot to step away and they’re lost in self-doubt, wondering whether they should go inside or come out—they arrive at the airport. Fleeing one type of surveillance, they fall under the eye of another. They chafe at the environment in a familiar fashion and develop an understandable loathing for airports.
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8.

Something must be said about the daughter. We’ll call her Beti. After all, she’s one of the two main women in this tale, and will make her presence felt throughout. Both women are integral to the family and so are bound by a love that both fattens and starves. Whatever fattening and starving hasn’t already happened will surely occur in due course.

Let’s not bring up all the past moments and stories here, since we have no need for them at present. They’re over now, and we don’t need to remember everything all the time. Like when Beti was growing up and Ma had not yet grown old, and the household was constantly roiled with controversies over social codes, traditions, culture, protection, and Ma would grow short of breath as she tried to calm everyone else’s breathing.

But the funny thing was, amidst all the to-do, Ma managed to forge a path towards the forbidden.

Like the window opening out into the guava orchard. It was Ma who had cleared this hidden path for Beti’s comings and goings. Inside, there was a constant uproar of No, absolutely not, she won’t go out! And in the meantime, Beti leapt through the open window and fluttered off like a bird. Only Ma knew. For the rest of them, by the time they heard she wasn’t in her room, Beti was busy playing antakshari, singing at the top of her lungs on the train chug chug chug with her posse. She would climb a mountain, or plunge into the sea, or break off shards from the stars and swing from brittle bits of straw, fall apart, break down, and through it all, Ma still had confidence in her, and when those stars and straws evolved into the forms of friends and lovers, Ma would still open the window wide for her to leap out and go to them.

The window had become so useful that Ma had also learned how to hoist herself up, pivot and jump out. She came out in the silence of night with snacks—shakkarpara, mathri, bati chokha, tied up in bundles—and she’d meet up with Beti, banished from home, hidden away in the dense karonda bushes along the boundary wall, where they’d giggle like little girls.

And let’s not forget the day Ma handed a bright green Banarsi sari over the bushes to her banished or runaway daughter for the wedding of one of her girlfriends, and measured her while getting pricked by thorns all the while, so she could alter the matching blouse for the occasion. And the way those two women hid at such times, frightened, chatting, glancing about anxiously, bursting with laughter: it was like the forbidden romance of the century—enough to bring tears to the eyes.

But we shall not allow our tale to stray through bygone days.

The present context is this: Beti, who lived alone, had come to uplift Ma, lying alone. But there was no open window yet. It was winter.
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9.

Beti. Daughters are made of wind and air. Invisible even in moments of stillness, when only the very sensitive perceive them. But if not still, then stirring…and oh, how they stir…and the sky bows down so low you could reach out and touch it with your hand. Dry earth cracks nightingales rise gurgling springs surface. Hillocks peek out. The unique expanse of nature unfurls on all sides and suddenly you realise your perceptions of distance and depth have got mixed up. A breath falls on hair like a soft petal, feels like a boulder in the roaring sea. That which you had imagined from a distance to be a snow-covered peak, is, up close, her finger, and will not melt. The wick of your wits dissolves and the overshadowing darkness remains a mere shadow. As when night falls and it keeps on being night, or if it’s daytime, and day stretches ceaselessly on. And the wind blows as the soul sighs, whipping everywhere tossing and turning into a witch, and flinging itself on everyone, everything.

Daughter. You love her. You fear her. Now you see her. Now you don’t.

All women, don’t forget, are daughters.

*

Once upon a time there was a childhood. A clear white light filled the air and earth seemed to join the sky. You swayed in the sky, your tiny arms upraised, and you took your first steps.

The egg…cracked…rocked…fled…

Then the wind began to blow and the clouds began to sway. Silver dust rained through the air. A distant mountain was concealed by a cloud, lending it the appearance of an enormous lounging elephant. A tree peered in at the window and rustled in the breeze and every leaf showered down like rain.

Beti’s lower lip trembled with weeping and Ma picked her up. What happened next was that Ma became the trembling lip. She rested Beti’s head on her shoulder and began to hum to soothe her. She told her that the large elephant was waiting for Beti to come and ride it, and the two of them would sway together, and the leaves gossiped: listen, listen, they’re telling stories.

And Beti smiled. And this made Ma smile too.

Beti’s weeping gradually stilled and turned to sighing, and Ma too switched from sobbing to sighing.

Beti fell asleep and Ma draped her imagination in gorgeous dreams.

And at that moment, love took the form of a body. Ma’s breathing calmed, Beti’s turned to gurgling, and the elephant’s back shouted for joy.

Because…

The leaves said love is not good for the health.

Either it’s unselfish and you would gladly give your breath to another, or it’s egotistical and you will devour another’s breath.


In love’s struggle 

one withers, as the other blossoms 

one is shaded, the other illuminated

one’s a sheep, the other a shepherd

one’s the feet, the other a towering head 

one’s a glutton as the other starves

one rides the winds as the other is trampled underfoot

one blossoms, the other fades



 

This was the custom in the time of this tale, and this was the room where one arrived by walking through the door, and this was where Ma lay, back to the world, as though dead.

She had grown tired of breathing for them, feeling their feelings, bearing their desires, carrying their animosities. She was tired of all of them, and she wanted to glide into the wall with a tremor; if a bug slipped into a crevice would the crevice itself start breathing?

*

One can speak of love at any time because love is lovely. It is natural. Also tempestuous. When love is boundless it breaks out into the cosmos. Its essence reaches a pinnacle and the drive to overpower one another flames out. The difference between thrum and flame is erased and it neither stops for anyone, nor hesitates at any boundary. Its gleam spreads in every direction, casting the world in magic. So magical that the air shimmers. A palace of mirrors. A mirage.

Now who is real, and who is the reflection?

So beautiful.

So powerful.

That God hustles out of the way.

The love between a parent and a child can make God fade into the background, and effusive love makes the breath run from here to there, so one might collapse for loss of breath, and the other puff up with the breaths of both. One completely disappears, while the other grows so bloated it could burst, discharging a filthy, foul-smelling essence.

*

For example, once there was a mother. Like all mothers. Who had said to her son, You are my God, and the son said to her, You are the Great Sacrificing Goddess laying waste to everyone’s sorrows. Both began to map their selves onto one another, and one became a boa constrictor and the other the object of love. One of them huffed and puffed, the other gasped for breath. One grew fatter, the other shrank. So much love that their two lives became one.

Conventional wisdom had it that this was perfectly fine for the mother, because what was left of her life was moth-eaten and bare. What she’d got were bonus years. The son had given her rebirth. But another opinion held that it didn’t exactly work out so well for son, did it? It was still the start of his life, but now his time and youth got bound to his mother, right? His back had doubled over from lifting her up and helping her fly, and this was a very sad thing.

There was also a daughter. Like all daughters. So mad with her father’s love that no man could be his equal, and neither was the father prepared to hitch his princess to some lesser being. So it was the father who became the cure for any ailment, the topaz for any ring, and then that girl’s youth and life, if not entirely, but more than half, evaporated.

*








In love’s struggle 

one withers, as the other blossoms 

one is shaded, the other illuminated

one’s a sheep, the other a shepherd

one’s the feet, the other a towering head 

one’s a glutton as the other starves

one rides the winds as the other is trampled underfoot

one blossoms, the other fades



 

This was the custom in the time of this tale, and this was the room where one arrived by walking through the door, and this was where Ma lay, back to the world, as though dead.

She had grown tired of breathing for them, feeling their feelings, bearing their desires, carrying their animosities. She was tired of all of them, and she wanted to glide into the wall with a tremor; if a bug slipped into a crevice would the crevice itself start breathing?

*

One can speak of love at any time because love is lovely. It is natural. Also tempestuous. When love is boundless it breaks out into the cosmos. Its essence reaches a pinnacle and the drive to overpower one another flames out. The difference between thrum and flame is erased and it neither stops for anyone, nor hesitates at any boundary. Its gleam spreads in every direction, casting the world in magic. So magical that the air shimmers. A palace of mirrors. A mirage.

Now who is real, and who is the reflection?

So beautiful.

So powerful.

That God hustles out of the way.

The love between a parent and a child can make God fade into the background, and effusive love makes the breath run from here to there, so one might collapse for loss of breath, and the other puff up with the breaths of both. One completely disappears, while the other grows so bloated it could burst, discharging a filthy, foul-smelling essence.

*

For example, once there was a mother. Like all mothers. Who had said to her son, You are my God, and the son said to her, You are the Great Sacrificing Goddess laying waste to everyone’s sorrows. Both began to map their selves onto one another, and one became a boa constrictor and the other the object of love. One of them huffed and puffed, the other gasped for breath. One grew fatter, the other shrank. So much love that their two lives became one.

Conventional wisdom had it that this was perfectly fine for the mother, because what was left of her life was moth-eaten and bare. What she’d got were bonus years. The son had given her rebirth. But another opinion held that it didn’t exactly work out so well for son, did it? It was still the start of his life, but now his time and youth got bound to his mother, right? His back had doubled over from lifting her up and helping her fly, and this was a very sad thing.

There was also a daughter. Like all daughters. So mad with her father’s love that no man could be his equal, and neither was the father prepared to hitch his princess to some lesser being. So it was the father who became the cure for any ailment, the topaz for any ring, and then that girl’s youth and life, if not entirely, but more than half, evaporated.

*
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Enough. Let’s get back.

Although the tale has no need for a single stream. It is free to run, flow into rivers and lakes, into fresh new waters. But for now, we must insist on not straying, so for the time being we simply won’t. Let’s return to where we began this story, to the land of the two women.

*
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What can be said about life? It knows how to spin a narrow orbit, a path so short it’s finished the moment it starts. But it also knows the vast expanse of time, as when we step from a small lane out onto an open street, which in turn joins a historic highway like the Grand Trunk Road. It brings new twists to the story by merging with the path after a long distance; the path trembles from the growling of trucks and tractors; it’s wrapped in the softness of Silk Route; it is amazed, wondering where these streets have come from, from what eras, via caravans, via frontiers. And where have I come from, and where am I now, after traversing so many lifetimes? Am I still the same path, or an even smaller one from long before?

But who will ask these questions, and when, and who has come up with the answers?

For now, there’s a room, there’s silence, and Beti is coming to Ma.

She’s the younger sister of Bade, and he shouts out loud when he sees her.

Shouting is a tradition, an ancient custom upheld by eldest sons. In a masterful style. The practice only superficial; it doesn’t matter if eldest sons truly feel such ferocity in their hearts, but whatever their feelings, they must be cloaked in this guise. It is said that Bade’s father shouted from the heart, whereas Bade’s real mood never reached boiling point. The father had shouted until his retirement; then he’d handed the yelling over to his son and grown relatively peaceful himself. Bade had wrapped himself in the majesty of even louder yelling, and he’d begun to glitter and glow. Now, in just a few months, he too would retire to ample leisure, and the yelling would fall to Sid. But for now, he still raged.

Yet Bade was not shouting at his sister. He wasn’t even speaking to her. He shouted because his pyjama had got wet. He hadn’t wet them himself, it was the chrysanthemums; they’d jumped out at him. On seeing a bowl of mattar paneer in the hands of the maid. Bade saw it, that is, not the chrysanthemums. No, no, not that! What happened was, he jerked his head so the hose he was using to water the chrysanthemums wiggled, then the chrysanthemums jumped, and the stream of water hit his pyjama. At this, he jumped, and yelled at top volume, not that! And he went inside shouting, leaving the hose still flowing.

Must she kill us by feeding us leftover vegetable dishes!

Mem Sahib said to serve it, replied the maid absently. Bored of these real or feigned set-tos between husband and wife.

Also: his sister had arrived.

Make something fresh. You can’t serve them rotten food. Don’t even give it to a beggar, he’d die and you’d get sued!

Well, you are the limit. Mem Sahib, a.k.a. his wife, a.k.a. the sister-in-law, a.k.a. the daughter-in-law, so we’ll call her Bahu, confronted him angrily. Bhaiya is coming this evening. You were saying last night, there’s just a little left, serve it to him for dinner. Now it’s turned to poison? And she flared up in English: Stop undermining me in front of the servants. That’s why they don’t listen to me, and it does you no credit either!

Throw it away. Bade glared at the maid, who stood with the bowl by the fridge, still as a statue.

I’ve tasted it. It’s first class. She’s also brought friends, there are two of them. I’m putting it with the rest of the food, so we don’t fall short. The wife glowered at the husband, either to make peace in front of everyone, or to indirectly inform her sister-in-law.

Serve whatever’s fresh, whether it’s too little or too much, if you can’t make anything else, Bade snapped at the maid. Get rid of this.

Put it back, spluttered his wife, I’ll eat it.

Put it back for her. No one else is going to eat it.

If I die, you can say he killed me.

When was this shouting and glowering mere banter, when childish wrangling, when joking, when irritation, and when was it simply something to do? The maid was never sure.

Of course Beti had heard, the ears on one’s back are rarely blocked. And indeed, her friend may or may not have been aware of the household’s quirks. Whether or not the chrysanthemums heard, it made no difference to them. It was their season, they were enjoying leaping up at the slightest thing, and so continued on with this pastime. They weren’t even worried that Bade would soon retire, that he would leave the garden, and that there was no knowing what the next tenant’s proclivities might be. What if they paved over the lawn and flowerbeds like people do nowadays to avoid dust and mites? Or planted wheat or corn or some such, instead of flowers, to save a bit of money? But the chrysanthemums weren’t thinking ahead, they weren’t about to stop leaping, and they bounced about as though they had springs coiled inside them.

*

Several times larger than the enormous mansions of civil servants in small cities are their enormous lawns, flower gardens, orchards, and fields. Sometimes they even have pools, ponds, fountains, and follies. At one point, during the reign of Victoria, large marble—they absolutely could not be fakes—statues of the Queen welcomed visitors to the gardens. Now that there was no longer any fear of being called a traitor for every little thing, they stood forgotten, but not disrespected.

In large cities, the houses began to grow smaller. But there too, where the buildings were now the trees, and dry mounds of earth were flowers, the homes of officers were oases in the desert.

Heaps and heaps of chrysanthemums.

As soon as you entered Bade’s home, you saw them through the sliding glass doors at the end of the long hallway: bordering the lawn, chrysanthemums of every colour and size.

Beti saw Bade watering the flowers. The sun shone and a golden stream glistened beyond the tree in back, as though the Almighty had rubbed his hands with sunshine, scattering the glistening droplets.

Beti’s back had heard the entire paneer conflagration. Only Ma knew what her own back had heard.

When Beti went off to Ma’s room to gaze at the back, Bade said to the maid, Tell Amma that the sun is shining and the chrysanthemums are in bloom. Set chairs out on the lawn. Why doesn’t everyone come and sit outside?

He then turned his attention to the future of the chrysanthemums. That is, what would happen when he retired and moved into a flat like everyone else in the city? How many could he pot and take with him? If you fill those tiny balconies with pots, there’s no room for your clothing, your self, or anything else.

The chairs were set out on the lawn, but Bade sat alone. Just like his late father, who used to sit out there in the winter sun, half turned toward the chrysanthemums, and half toward the section of the house that could be seen through the glass door and the large door opening into the hallway. Father and son both had the ability to roll the pupil of the left eye into the left corner and the right into the right, so that both halves of the world might come into view at once, thus ensuring they knew everything that went on. They must be made of different stuff, eyes like that, that can observe the sights in both directions. Or maybe they weren’t actually observing at all, and their eyes just rolled about?

He could hear his sister speaking.

Chrysanthemums everywhere.

A no from Ma.

But Ma, all colours and sizes. Football, spider, flat, clustered, all bouncing.

But why would she agree?

Purple, white, yellow, pink, even green.

Waving towards the sky above the lawn.

I’ll take you, okay, why don’t you bring your cane.


No. Please. Dizzy. Cane. Nyoo. Sunshine. Nyooo. Flowers. No no no no nyoooo…



Bade got up. Went into Ma’s room. Stood next to Beti.

The two met without making eye contact. Smiled unsmilingly. They hadn’t spoken in years. The bitterness was gone, but the habit remained. They couldn’t even remember their old sibling banter.

Are you getting up? he challenged Ma’s back. How long has she been here, do feed her! Have something fresh prepared, otherwise they’ll just feed her rotten leftovers from the kitchen.

*
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Step inside and darkness shadows the room for a moment. The sunlight you’ve left behind turns to memory and disappears. Then a faint shade of warmth ripples across the closed eyelids. Then, slowly, the eyes grow accustomed to the darkness.

The eyes which have also grown on the unwilling back. Which see the fingers of Beti reaching towards it. Which insist: we will lift you up. Which smugly declare: we know how. Which touch the back, rub it, caress it, as though their insistence will descend into the veins of the back and finally the back will have to acquiesce, how could it not?

The daughter trusts the dexterity of her hands. That when they touch, all opposition will dissolve.

But the back makes a ripping sound and contracts. No, no, it mewls.

But this is Beti’s word. Her birthright. Saying no to absolutely everything and everyone chirping at her and trying to calm her down. Say yes, sweetie, take this, darling, bitiya rani bari siyani, Chanda Mama has brought lovely snacks from far away, delicious, come on and try them on your plate, no, give it to her in a small cup, here you go, my little dolly-wolly.

Bade, who was ten years older than she, sometimes egged her on. No, say no, shake your head, and say no! Enough! She’s saying no, isn’t she!

Everyone adored the little girl’s no. As a child she was made of no. To the point that anyone trying to get her to do anything would tell her to do the opposite and she’d immediately cry, No! and do exactly what they wanted. Eat the rice, not the paratha. No, I’ll eat the paratha. Take tea, not milk. No, milk! Milk! Throw out the blue, not the red. Red, red, not the blue, no, no! You’re awake, right, don’t go to sleep, keep your eyes open. Noooo, I’m closing my eyes!

No, no, get it out of here, sometimes Ma would say when the cook would come in with the green chili coriander mint chutney, it will sting her mouth. But Beti heard her beloved word no, and she’d scream and growl and kick up a fuss: no, give! No, want!

Everyone laughing happily with her no somehow disappeared with childhood, but her no grew up with her. No, I won’t sew, no, I won’t wear a dupatta, no, I won’t be locked up, no, I’m not you. There was so much no, no, that even when she was going to say yes, her lips would first say no. Drink tea. No, I’ll drink tea. It’s very cold. No, it’s very cold.

A path opens with no. Freedom is made of no. No is fun. No is nonsensical. Nonsensical, but also mystical.

But Bade had to change tactics as she grew up. It was fine when she was younger: go ahead and don’t listen to anyone then, but as she got older, she had to be told what to do and what not to do. There’s no question that an elder brother must signal his disapproval to his sister, joining forces with the parental tone. When his sister’s lovers entered the fray, objections piled up, and Bade despaired. Today Baldy Patel, tomorrow Glasses Guy, the next day Bearded Dude—and when all three qualities were rolled into one and the daughter of the household, that is, Bade’s sister, became the subject of the town’s gossip, the full gravitas of Bade’s ancestors came to rest upon his shoulders, and the time came for more severe measures. Forbid the whole household from communicating with her, do not prepare her special coconut barfi, no watching TV with her, no making eye contact, no smiling at her even by mistake. Then she will rue the error of her ways, and the era of misery will be over.

But it wouldn’t do to throw her out for misbehaving, to bar the door of the home to her, and so he hadn’t liked it one bit when his sister had moved out herself and set up home elsewhere. When you live here, he thundered to Ma, why would she run off elsewhere?

But the feet of girls who say no are made of some other stuff, and while later they will hesitate at the door, they take off boldly in their early years.

That he, Bade, had to have the door and hallway scrubbed with phenol was another matter. The baldbeardglasses guy, Beti’s godknowswhat, who’d come in on the pretext of carrying in or out some heavy baggage, had polluted the premises. One had to scrub thoroughly after that, driving the ghosts and ghouls out with a broom.

And so what if you swept them out with a broom? Thereby hangs another tale. But for now, consider the matter lost in the mists of time. Right now, Bade is standing in his mother’s room, a little behind his sister, a little beside her. The two are separate, but staring at the back together. Baldy, a.k.a. Beardo, a.k.a. Four-eyes, is beyond the scope of this story, and the brother pities his sister’s lonely life. She might be all set in terms of home, money, work, but when all said and done, she is still alone.

How had the no, no, stopped coming from this side and started coming from that? There must have been some confusion. Not for Bade, but for his sister. From Ma, not from me? The word—once so useful in my life—must have been dislodged from the dust where it lay, but it’s not that special anymore, because one must have someone to say it to, and I’m my own master now…but it belonged to me and only me, so how did Ma get her hands on it?

What need was there for Beti to ponder all this? All that happened was that no continued to emanate from Ma’s back.

*






13.

Twitching and snapping, the back becomes flat like a wall. But a living back can’t become a wall, can it? It can if it wants to. What it wants to say is, I won’t hear, won’t see those voices trying to make this dying old woman live.

Old habits are addictive—like booze and bidis. The back has already become a sieve. Everyone’s dishonour, rage, comprehension, have already poked it full of holes. Where to stick the stopper? Now she sniffs things out before hearing, seeing. The familiar knock knock clap clap.

Beti is busy trying to stir up her enthusiasm for chrysanthemums—their size: football! Their colour: purple! She prides herself on being able to forge trails through difficult terrains. That’s how she managed to create her own home outside the family home.

Gardener, ask Ma where to put the bouquets, says Bahu, wanting to play a role as well.

Don’t make them with besan. It sticks in the belly. With moong dal, ask Ma how we should make them? Bade pipes in.

All plotting to look the most sympathetic.

Rudeness and taunts have also slipped through the cracks. Hey, move aside…I’m going to be late…look you didn’t set the phone down properly again, you must stop your government freeloading…Phatoo will come in the evening, make fresh kheer, don’t bring out the cashew barfi, it’s been sitting around all month…the washerman burned this expensive kameez, now where will you get a new one, from your in-laws, an American kameez…tell the driver to fill up on petrol in the meantime, and to give the receipt to me, not to you…you spilled water, do you want Ma to slip? If she gets up she’ll slip…that’s why you want to get her up…oh, so that’s what I said….if you’re making a joke it should at least be funny…how was that a joke, even if she wants to get up she won’t, knowing there’s a plot afoot to make her slip and fall or finish her off with poison, he’d get up only to find someone else prepared to knock him over or poison him….what, really sir, you’ll say anything! …okay enough, you’re just spewing nonsense…I’m telling Ma right now…brilliant, then she’ll jump right up…she simply doesn’t want to get up, she knows everyone’s upset, but…

Hmph huh shush bicker bicker and nag and nag and on and on and on.

Now the back is turning its back. How can it turn its back even more? It’s slipping into the wall. How can it immure itself further?

There’s a mark on the wall. Is the wind causing it or is it doing it by itself? Maybe it’s a bug. Or is it the wind? Or breath?

*

If only I were a bug.

The wall is cold to the touch. A tiny being glides across it. A tiny breath. Make a crack somewhere, slip into the wall. With a minute movement the soft clay splits…unwittingly my feet bore in.

A sweet fragrance quivers in the air—of clay jugs and pitchers, of cool entombment in cool earth.

Stay lying down. Wordless, free from company, like breath, paused, just a little, that’s all, a scrap effervescing in the air. If the bug puffs she’ll fly away; find the embrace of the earth.

Let this be my tomb.

A coolness descends into her heart which is pleasant, calm, not the kind of numbing chill from outside. The peace of the wall, not the carrying-on occurring behind her back. That panting behind her that makes her wonder how the breathing of the whole world has caused her own to collapse.

Ma closes her eyes, finesses her silence, stops her breathing so that no one will know there’s one breath left: one tiny life form. Let it slip into the wall, let it slowly glide forward, let nothing get in its way to ruin its rhythm, let nothing break its stride, suppress it, make it fall off the edge.

And if the mud wall is hollow, what then?

The mud wall is hollow. The being that emerged from her heart invented itself as it went along, forging a path through the mud. Let it invent its own breathing pattern. Let it flow in paths of its own creation. Let it course into its own veins, its own puffing, its own effervescence. Was Ma boring into herself as she slipped into the wall? Carving forth her own routes. Gliding into her own arteries and aerosols.

A tiny being in the dark; the edge of a breath. Motes of dust flying up as it glides. A faint flame of desire falls across her closed eyes. From air. Into air.

The tomb of sand has shifted.

*
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Every tale has its haphazard elements, but such features aren’t necessarily hazardous. The mark—or spot—which could be a bug, has appeared on the wall, and its legs—whisper-thin shadows—are digging a tunnel through the brick and mortar. Heat shines from its eyes and emanates faintly from the tunnel, and the meaning of emanates here is the way steam rises gently, and just the faintest trace of a lost breath can hang suspended from it.

In order to see this buggish spot, you must lie silently for a long time pressed against the wall, transforming into a bundle in the quilt, turning your back to the world.

Behind the back is everyone else’s breathing. A throng of worry and sympathy.

Open the window, it must be stuffy for Amma.

Pull the curtain back, I’m sure she dislikes the darkness.

Why is she in that pose, facing the wall?

Why is she lying there awake, but with her eyes closed?

There are children playing outside, Ma.

The Mahabharata is coming on TV, Ma.

Bring the newspaper, play music, make spinach and onion pakoras, ask who what why. Through memory, through conversation, reheat the life she has lived, and serve it to her anew. So she will breathe again. So her soul will snap out of it. She will be reminded of what she used to do. But now, as they remind her of that life, it feels like she’s not living it herself, the living is being done to her. She’s being turned into pakoras. Moistened, ground, grated, cut into pieces, reclining in boiling oil eek eek flip flop sliding into bellies and disintegrating.

Throw it out, a voice flaps weakly. Is the bug’s voice the type that burrows into the ear? Flap flap It’s all rubbish in there. Fling it out the open window. Cheela, football-sized chrysanthemums, water, button, chaat masala, doormat, toothpaste, cumin, kalonji. Keys, poppy seeds, needle, cough, mucus, snot, bile, breathing, entanglements. Throw them all away.

Could the wall be moving back and forth behind Ma’s back, encircling her so that nothing she doesn’t want can get to her?

Only that faint flapping.

*






15.

It’s like they say: no use crying over a bug when an elephant’s reaped the harvest. You might well wonder how such a thing happened, and can an elephant really harvest a crop? Well, if you insist on getting hung up on details, fine, we have here neither elephant nor crop. Here we have only a home, a family, and its members, entering and exiting through the open door. They don’t harvest anything, only belch up bucketloads of compassion.

The ability to show compassion is the primary goal of all family members; it is the means to fraternity love peace happiness. If you can bestow a poor thing look on someone else, you become their Sorrow Destroyer: godlike! and begin to relish the sight of your own reflection. And thus the family will support you through thick and thin. Some become deities, the rest, paupers.

Like Beti. Poor, poor thing. Scolding, lecturing, sweeping under the carpet, it was all necessary to get her back on the path. But she was a poor thing. Very, very. Silly girl, raised with the vanities and wilfulness of a pampered princess. Ignorant of the pitfalls around her. Unknowing. And those taking advantage of her, the worthless folk leading her astray, whom she categorised as lovers. Over and over, she ended up alone. When she couldn’t bring her respectable officer brother and father to heel, she packed her bags and left home. Alone, poor impoverished little thing, once she’d left. She didn’t even settle down anywhere and get a job. She wrote for this place one day, gave a talk at that one the next. Bade had arranged for the purchase of a couple of her totally-incomprehensible-to-everyone books at the Secretariat library. Beyond that, she just wandered about willy-nilly, her clothing and hair done up like some kind of peasant, clad in crudely- fashioned attire: a burlap kurta, a tattered pyjama, or an absurd ghaghra she got for thirty or forty rupees from a village in Rajasthan or Gujarat. Penury radiated from her person, and her family wept tears of sympathy when they beheld her.

In fact one wonders if, who knows, maybe those meetings in the bushes were not so secret after all. That compassion had played a role—Bade was allowing Ma to make some sort of arrangements to nourish her, clothe her, for as long as she remained on the street. When she came back, all would be well: she has a home, after all, a family. What else does she have? Who knew if anyone even socialised with her or invited the poor thing over, but if she moved in with any of those good-for-nothing folks, the family would be dishonoured. The way she was going, she could end up in exile.

Oh, oh, such compassion it could burst the floodgates and drown them all!

The compassion did not vanish altogether, but they certainly were surprised when newspapers and journals began printing photos of her, and television stations began airing interviews with her as well, where her views were discussed. About women’s consciousness, sexuality, the female orgasm, what gibberish, good God.

The compassion entered even more troubled waters when the poor thing bought a fancy flat in a fancy neighbourhood, and a TV, microwave, and a car too. They learned she was always on her way to or back from the airport—traveling all over the world. There were irritable whispers in the house about how things are done with sleight of hand nowadays, whether right or wrong, just to earn money and a name, if you’re good at networking, and if you’re a woman, and young, then, then…well. The whispers would break off because such sentences could not be completed or because this was as much as could be said openly. Even then, Bade cautioned Ma against talking to Beti too much on the phone and so on, and you’re not to go there under any circumstances; we cannot legitimate her lifestyle.

But when Beti began to get invitations to parties at Rashtrapati Bhavan, it was no longer clear who should be avoiding eye contact with whom. It seemed odd that the whole world would be talking to her, the President even! but that the family alone refused to communicate.

Tell her to come over, Bade told Ma one day. She has no one, and here she can have some home cooking. Bahu also gave her some of her essays, asking her to take a look—few people write on these topics, after all. And this was also an angle that would give her a sense of being included so she wouldn’t continue feeling scorned.

And now, the moment we’ve arrived at, brother and sister stand side by side, staring at Ma’s back and thinking, Poor thing, Ma. What wouldn’t I do to revive her? Such were their leaps of compassion.

*
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All of these are characters in this story: the bug, the elephant, the compassion, the door, Ma, the cane, the bundle, Bade, Beti, the Reeboks that Bahu wore, and the rest of the gang, who will come up in due course.

But wait, Reeboks? Why are you bringing up footwear?

There are those who say that long ago, the Reebok was a poisonous snake that went slithering about the southern portion of the continent known as America. It underwent a transformation when someone wrapped it around his feet in order to jump about with greater agility, and it is said that all the snake’s bravado entered the person who wrapped his feet in its skin. But now Reeboks are only known for their current incarnation, and the company brings forth new types of shoes, not snakes, generation after generation. All types of shoes. One has spikes on the bottom, another has holes on top, a third has cushioned soles that bounce like rubber balls. That is, the Reebok species and subspecies have grown stronger with time: they hug the earth with their tentacles and breathe fire, and who now remembers that it originated with a snake?

The Reebok clan has grown so large it has beaten the Sikhs, the Gujaratis, and the Chinese, all of whom like to boast that they have reached all corners of the world. The Sikhs used to be proud that one of their number had even reached the shores of Iceland, complete with turban, kara, and kirpan. But Reeboks have defeated all three, taking the form of not only shoes, but socks, gloves, hats, bags, and bras: is there any form in which they have not manifested their brilliance?

Indeed, they’ve attained the highest pinnacle of achievement in all of the following fields: walking, running, yoga, and dance.

But why make these assertions, one might ask? There’s no straight answer to that, but there is a walking talking quivering example of the power of Reeboks in the home in which this tale is set, namely, in the person of the one and only daughter-in-law residing there, Bahu. Everyone knows that from the day she first donned a pair of Reeboks she spontaneously began to take long, long walks all by herself, started taking an interest in jogging with her girlfriends, and began learning yoga under the tutelage of the gurus in the neighbourhood park. Started taking an interest? Just like that? Or did she run towards it? And during holidays when the neighbourhood moms had time off from the demands of their children’s schools, this same Bahu became a guru herself, and taught popular yoga classes in summer and winter.

And lately it’s been heard that she’s enrolled in salsa dancing classes, and who knows how often the door is startled into wondering, What is this? Ousted Beti entering; reigning Bahu departing; how are the Reeboks engineering this topsy-turvy situation?

It also might have seemed like the daughter felt guilty she hadn’t done her duty and thus had turned about and walked back in; and the daughter-in-law, reassured that she had fulfilled hers perfectly, walked out.

But there is no indication that the door or anyone else felt this way. Not yet, anyway.

*






17.

Everyone agrees that brides do not wear Reeboks to their weddings. Nor do they pack Reeboks in their dowries. Even if they’re marrying into the home of a respected government officer. The Bahu in this tale is not alone in this.

Nor in this: that her fair complexion and lovely figure were pleasing to her in-laws. Nor in this: that due to these factors the prognosis for the coming generations looked fine to everyone. Nor in this: that Ma would share with her all sorts of beauty secrets and child-rearing techniques, and that Beti, her modern sister-in-law, would teach her as well. Nor in this: that she departed for her marital home to make her dreams come true, feeling utterly, utterly alone in this world. An unfamiliar home, unfamiliar folk, unknown customs.

Like most new brides, the new daughter-in-law of this home sat down to weep on the very first day. She’d gone to use the toilet and it had got blocked. An uproar broke out in the wedding home: there were so many guests, even one out-of-order bathroom was the End of the World. After much pandemonium, a sweeper had come running to help, and a home-made cotton pad wrapped in cloth and soaked in blood was extracted from the toilet. Beti brought Bahu a sanitary pad, instructing her to kindly wrap it in old newspapers and throw it away in the wastebasket.

The humiliation of having what one might call her dirty laundry aired in public instantly taught Bahu that she must learn what to throw away and how. When she went on her honeymoon she wore the kind of sparkly tikli bindis you find at fairs and such on the banks of the Ganga, and her braid swung with parandas of red and gold. She discarded the bindi for a defiant kumkum, a full moon rising in the middle of her forehead, which expanded as the years passed, eventually changing hues to match her sari or suit. And she jettisoned the braid as well, and let her hair down, so it flipped and flapped like a whip as she walked.

Now who could stop the rise of Reeboks in the world? And so it came to pass. Reeboks began showing up in stores and advertisements, and one day her son said, Ma, you should get some Reeboks, and he bought her a pair.

Not Sid, but his younger brother, who was due to be mentioned, and now he has. And who, since he departed for Abroad, crossing the seven seas, is sometimes not mentioned at all, which is why he hadn’t yet come up. But he too plays a role in keeping traditions alive, he’s been mentioned now, and will be again on occasion. Every mother has the sort of son who tells her, Ma, you have been sacrificed on the family altar. Women of every race and creed meet this criterion. To what has already occurred the son adds imagined oppressions and exhorts her to put on her Reeboks and stamp out of the door.

*






18.

One wonders: did the youngest son have trouble laughing because life was getting tough? Or had he lost the ability to laugh? Or had he never had it?

Oh, tell me, what makes a character important? In the tale of a poor home, wealth is an important character, whereas it’s beauty in the lives of the ugly, for India, it is Pakistan and America that play the characters of villain and hero, respectively; the most important character in the tale of a blind man is an eye, it’s a leg for the lame, a home for the homeless, employment for the unemployed, sleep for the sleepless, and if you’ve had enough of this, look: the most important character in every person’s life is the thing that they lack. Thus, for this son, laughter played a key role.

He was the youngest son in the household and not much need be said about him, because this story is really about the elders, even if they’d prefer it wasn’t. He’s not even present in the story right now, but we’re not going to dwell on that, because for the moment, the operative truth is that that which is lacking plays a critical role. Anyway, he was present earlier, the way his grandfather had been, that is, the husband of his bedridden grandmother. In the end, his grandfather passed over to the next world and the son himself passed over the ocean to Australia and became known as Overseas Son. By virtue of which an invisible thread of the joint family travelled to a distant shore.

This son was as serious as Sid was rowdy. He was as industrious and composed as Sid was rambunctious and loquacious. This was the promising son, and to him, the brawling of Sid’s set seemed a waste of time: the uncouth and fickle culture of the middle-class. Sometimes he even found their behaviour obscene. That’s why he stuck to his own business, only spoke as much as was absolutely necessary, and if he did have to speak, but didn’t feel like it, he didn’t make idle chitchat and only broached timely topics. He ate a balanced diet, got plenty of sleep and never sat about idly. There was always a book in his hands to which he gave his full attention, whether on the toilet in the morning, or standing in a queue somewhere, or on a train, bus, or car ride. He was always expanding his knowledge base, and that’s why he knew a great deal about history, geography, religion, philosophy, science, psychology, geology, economics, political science, urban studies, and how many things have been ruined and are being ruined in all of these aspects of life, thanks to which he was always an emotional wreck. But his health had not yet been ruined.

Personal qualities—characteristics—can become characters in our life dramas too. That there was a character that overshadowed his entire life by virtue of its absence—Serious Son, which is what we will call him until his travels transform him into Overseas Son—would not have been discovered had he not gone to another city on company business. They say unforeseen events play important roles in our lives, whether for good or ill. Just as love blossoms in our lives and death shows us the exit, laughter can enter our hearts and exit from them too.

There’s no need here to get into the question of whether laughter entered or exited the heart of Serious Son, or when it came and when it went. The important thing to understand is that a sudden conflagration at the seashore alerted him to the importance of laughter. And that led to him feeling exceedingly glum.

He’d had a bit of free time after a meeting, so he’d walked out of his hotel and gone to sit on the beach, where he felt happy, more or less. More or less, because there wasn’t much left in the world to make one feel truly happy. Wherever you look, the same hideousness, the same consumerist greed, the same fake culture, and the same flittering flimsy frivolous ineffectual people who only know how to imitate and ape, so they belong neither here nor there nor anywhere. He steered clear of them all as much as possible, and stayed focused on his work. But here he encountered the singing leaping ocean, whose leaping and singing were genuine, and therefore highly agreeable, so he first ordered himself a beer; and second, went and sat at the most remote table and chair at the edge of the coconut-thatched café shack with his book open before him, and turned his face towards the sea. Whenever the tumescent tumult of tacky tourists encroached, he’d drag his table and chair closer to the sea and sit contentedly, more or less. He even dozed.

If anyone had seen him from afar, it would have made for a charming painting—the vast sky, the immense sea, and wedged into the corner, a tiny fragment of a scene in which a young man was seated in a chair with a beer by his side and a book in his lap. The waves lapped at the edges of the scene, retreated, then returned, as though they might at any time carry the scene off altogether. The scene itself seemed mysteriously drawn into the waves.

But no one actually saw this scene from far off. The one person who did see it saw it up close. Specifically, this witness was a plump, giggling little boy.

Serious Son loathed children. And also their parents, who plastered their offspring’s adorable exploits all over the internet. And if there was anything he hated more than tiny foolish milk-puking babies with googly eyes and wobbly heads, it was fat fresh lurching prattling spittle-oozing gurgling gleeful toddlers. Like the one that saw him.

The child was making the rounds from one table to the next—a baby bull on the loose, tipping one person’s glass, trying to knock over another’s chair, and when no one was watching, the baby bull would suddenly jump forward and give someone a smack.

And way over there sits one individual, utterly unaware of this toddler’s presence: how could this be acceptable to the spoiled little prince? Here was a challenge! His goals changed. Donald Duck waddled over to Serious Son dozing by the ocean. The sea swirled about the legs of the table and chair and all was peaceful in the ocean’s din, when little Fattikins raised a hand and planted a baby smack on Serious Son. Serious Son was startled. But he would not allow anyone to spoil his alone time. And yet here was the child again! With another slap, followed by a demand that he laugh! Serious Son opened his eyes and made a horrible face when he was slapped for the third time. Then all the futility of the world was brought home to him, and he turned and grabbed the pup by the neck and waved him in the air. If you ever come back here, I’ll throw you in the water! he cried. The child howled at the ocean and his freshly minted parents came running and set about battling Serious Son: how could anyone behave this way towards a child? Everyone else adores him, and here you are, incensed by a child’s game? Oh, is slapping a child’s game? asked Serious Son, nettled. You’re the ones spoiling him, and kids like this stay spoiled even after they grow up. What do you mean? asked the parents. All he was asking was for you to laugh. Are you unable to laugh?

Serious Son got up and left. The world, wrecked by destructive humans, rematerialised all about him. The sand, defiled with beer cans and plastic bags, the earth, colonised by white people, the flabby Indian bandar log, the cacophony that fancies itself music and makes nature weep, the laughing screaming stupid people, laugh, they told him; what’s there to laugh about—look at all you’ve done to this nation! Fume fume fume. Serious Son went back to his room, fuming. And fell asleep.

And dreamt that he sat peacefully by the seashore beneath the vast sky, the waves softly lapping at his feet, slowly deepening their affectionate caresses, and now his chair bobs up lightly at every love-shove, and now the ocean brims with affection and he is lifted high atop the waves, and now he’s seated on a throne in the sea, and all the tourists on the beach have gathered to watch him, along with their plump fresh children, and he is explaining to them, Idiots, imbeciles, look at how you breathe, think about how you ape foreigners as you breathe; that’s why your lungs are full of pollution not oxygen, that’s why you’re sputtering stuttering not breathing. Dude, do your own breathing for a change, and teach your children to do the same. At which a small football-shaped child comes lumbering to the front of the group and screams, The king is naked! Laugh! And the roaring of the crowd on the beach swells—He can’t laugh! and a massive wave breaks over him and suffocates him, and a furore breaks out and his heart palpitates horribly and suddenly his eyes pop open.

His heart is beating fit to burst. And the sentence bounces towards him like a football. Growing continuously smaller, it turns into a marble, crossing the boundary of wakefulness and sleep to leer at him in the darkness: Can’t you laugh?

The moment of waking is full of innocence. As we wake, we are unarmed and vulnerable. The dreamer wonders what he should forget and what he should remember. The heart of the  awakened one pounds and the sentence stares at him mutely: Can’t you laugh?

The question sticks to him all the way home. And Serious Son’s quiet disquiet now becomes disquieted disquiet, and this new absent presence becomes his difficult life partner, this omni-absent laugh, which jeers at him: Dude, can’t you laugh?

Serious Son was well-versed in interpreting such ills as imperialism, colonialism, feudalism, commercialism, and he knew that it was these that had put him in this state, so there was nothing left for him to imagine that would gladden his heart and make him laugh—but it was one thing to be unable to laugh for some particular reason, and another to be unable to laugh at all. Once such doubts take root in one’s mind, laughter disappears for even the best of us. The thought that one hasn’t even the tiniest bit of a smile can make a person feel helpless.

That can’t be, thought Serious Son with agitation. Hmph, I can’t laugh—what kind of bullshit is that? and he chuckled at his own understanding of the situation, which was noted by Julius Caesar.

Julius’s eyes opened early each morning, after which he’d go out for his walk. The home of the irritable-faced neighbour, i.e., Serious Son, was on the way, and Julius had got in the habit of seeing the irritable face grow more irritable the moment their eyes met. First and foremost, Serious Son was annoyed at his name: that it wasn’t just Julius, but also Caesar on top of that; and after that, Julius’s very British performances would start up whenever he bumped into anyone, and then Serious Son’s annoyance would know no bounds. This annoyance could be heard in the rustling of the breeze, which Julius Caesar detected as well, because his hearing was particularly sharp. Besides, he too enjoyed annoying the annoyed one, the way most others did. They would either change their route upon seeing him, or take pleasure in the encounter, out of sheer pig-headedness.

Today, as well, he was just about to make a show of his British manners when a new expression on the irritable face ruined his plans. So instead of the usual sit shake hands dance, he began to bark bark bark. The irritable neighbour had a weird sort of wrinkly mug. His lips looked like a cloth viciously ripped in two, with a scrap hanging down. His eyes were sunken into his flesh like two burrowing worms. Shoulders seized by earth shaking jerks and small shrieks burst through the cracks in the torn face.

Upon hearing the barking, Julius’s master also looked that way and shivered. He wondered if the irritable neighbour was having a fit. But Julius understood completely: Oh, he’s trying to laugh. He’s trying so hard. Elated with his new discovery, he barked some more; but as he barked he also began to feel sympathy. His master, however, dragged him away by the leash, without commanding him to waltz, shake hands, etc.

This incident only served to increase Serious Son’s unease. What did I just do, was I laughing? Or not?

He stretched his lips wide again and forced a chortling from his jaws, and swift as an arrow, turned toward the veranda window to take a look before the laughter disappeared. That same torn face, outstretched lips, protruding teeth, squinting eyes. There! Who says I can’t laugh? Isn’t that a laugh? It is, isn’t it?

But the situation only grew more grave. Can’t laugh, doesn’t feel like laughing because doesn’t laugh, or simply doesn’t know how to laugh, really how can it be, doesn’t everybody laugh? Who doesn’t know how to laugh? So have I forgotten how to laugh, or was I just born this way? His heart began to pound, his face puckered up, and his forehead broke into a sweat.

The fear that he didn’t know how to laugh became Serious Son’s constant companion, and to laugh became his most fervent wish. He began to practice whenever he could: sometimes alone, sometimes when there was someone else around.

Sometimes he’d even search someone out on purpose.

It would be morning. Around six. Newspaper delivery time. When he heard the paper drop, Serious Son would get up; he’d hear the pounding of his own heart, jump in front of the mirror and stretch his lips out long and pointed at the corners, like a moustache. He’d bare his teeth and freeze his facial expression and the newspaper boy wouldn’t have made it to the door before he leapt out. He’d take the paper from his hand, show his face, and not understand why the boy gaped back before hightailing it out of there. Serious Son would come back inside, the expression sealed on his face, and look in the mirror, but his laughter could not be kept alive in its glass. He continued to practice. As he read the paper, he’d work on emitting bubbles of laughter. His face would twitch in a ho ho hu hu ha ha, but his eyes sagged sadly.

That is, as in the Bihari pop song, Aara hile Chhapra hile Devariya hile—everything wiggled and everything jiggled—except for his laughter.

Only Julius Caesar stood witness to his laughterless pain. He did try to help. He barked whenever he saw him, and wagged his tail as if to say, Look at me! We laugh like this! But who had time to appreciate this sensitivity? He even barked to draw attention to the earsplitting guffaws of the elderly men gathered in the park, as if to say, Learn from them! But he was the one whose throat got sore. Nothing else came of it.

That is, the laughter continued to go missing.

On top of that, when Serious Son infiltrated Sid’s rowdy gang and stood around for a while, witnessing their enthrallment with Pepsi, beer, chips, wild songs and dances, and didn’t instantly turn away in disgust and leave, Sid chalked up the new contorted face to yet another entry in his brother’s roster of irritable expressions.

Of course, there were those who did notice Serious Son’s ripping face, that the stitching of his sullen visage was beginning to show and that he was breaking out in hives, and that the hives began to shake and twist and he began to make a thunk thunk noise in anguish, but since these people were not in regular contact with this son, they’d move away from him after a momentary shock. And anyway, everyone was in a hurry, taking care of their own business.

Serious Son also had business to attend to. His inner turmoil had its place, but so did his work. Yet these days the search for his missing laughter had infiltrated even that. This was a big problem, because where was he going to find something worth laughing about at work? He tried the joy of laughter in the company car, but the driver’s jaw dropped and his eyes popped out in astonishment, and Serious Son’s laughter was nipped in the bud. The driver’s Michael Jackson uniform, and his Wow, oh shit, the consumerist culture of the street, the sun sobbing quietly amid the pollution, the ill-mannered city that lay beneath, discoloured by dust, rust, and bird shit, the obscene malls, everything for sale, even water, the little girl tapping on his window was selling it, she’s doing this instead of studying and she’s dressed in rags, performing a filmi number between the cars; educated girls crossing the street, their clothing shrunk smaller than their minds, and any random guy you address, in whatever Indian language, answers in English, and in bad English at that, even the Hindi spelling on the signboards is wrong, and as for spellings of English words, the less said the better. By the time he’s got to the office, Serious Son’s mood has soured but his face still longs to laugh.

His face tries at every opportunity, while his heart attempts to suppress his irritation. The things he used to say with disgust, he’s dying to say with a smile. For example, when his colleagues were missing during the guest of honour’s speech but one hundred percent present at cocktail time, or when the secretary brought Gujarati pizza, that is, sugar-sprinkled, or when someone proudly named a new flavour of their famous ice cream brand Jack the Ripper and the canteen worker dubbed his son Laloo Hitler. These people aren’t even illiterate, but they do such things nonetheless. If you say Gandhi, the other person will say Sanjay. If you say Ustad Amir Khan, then everyone thinks Aamir Khan from QSQT. What with these daily occurrences that usually wipe a smile off his face, Serious Son peels away his serious face and plasters it with laughter instead. But why would no one comfort him by recognizing his bared teeth, outstretched jaw, and the hissing popping bubbles of laughter? Some gazed in horror, others looked away. So his lips continued to strive but the sadness in his eyes only deepened.

Bahu, whom Serious Son had started to call Ma, because what is all this shortening of Siddharth to Sid and Pushpesh to Push and Shatrunjay to Shat and Ma to Mom? Bahu, his mom, sensed her little one was besieged by worries. He’s worried about me. She just knew it. The household’s male chauvinist ways had bothered him since childhood. As he emerged to go to the office, she would come running and pop a fresh laddu—sesame, amaranth, besan, boondi, or some such—into his mouth to cheer him up, and she would say, Rest a little, don’t be hard on yourself for the mistakes of others, and, I am fine thanks to you, my darling, no one can be too hard on me. As he departed, Serious Son would rest his head on his mother’s shoulder for a moment, and his eyes looked sad and the laughter would not come.

He had grown even more serious than before, and fretted like a worried mother, but Bahu had not thought beyond this yet. She hadn’t seen it all: how her baby was getting up at night in terror, scrubbing at the washbasin in the morning as he stared at himself in the mirror trying to laugh hoo hoo hee hee, flecks of foam flying everywhere and unable to laugh when face to face with anyone, his flesh and muscles contorted in a hiccuppy dance, his bones a-chatter.

But how long could she remain ignorant of his state? She saw that instead of giving a scowling scolding to the colony’s children for raising a racket at cricket, What is all this crude language you’re using, you don’t know English just because you pick up a few English words, learn your own language first, then go learn as many others as you wish, because that’s the only way to breathe evenly, otherwise you’ll run out of breath, and you jokers will huff and puff, go somewhere else and play, stop making noise, he instead picked up the canvas ball rolling towards him and threw it back and guffawed strangely, and cried, Good shot! and made a peculiar crumpled face. Bahu was next to him, she’d pulled a muscle in yoga, was leaving the house to go to physiotherapy with Serious Son. The cricketers were in their own little world, but Bahu was shocked at her son’s odd expression, and started keeping an eye on him from that time.

So the story went on from there. Bahu saw that he wasn’t sleeping, his appetite had gone the way of his sleep, and his face was blotchy. Horlicks, Bournvita, Chyawanprash, Rooh Afza, fruit—she started following him around with all of these things, worrying he might be growing thin. But her son’s laughter was trapped and the attempt to unearth it was sapping his strength. At night he’d awake, heart pounding, liver aquiver, guffaws foaming from his mouth, his stomach churning with anxiety, and the deepening chasm echoed horribly with emptiness, with not even finding an H of a HAHA—forget the next three letters.

So the story was stuck right at that point.

*

If a story is stuck somewhere, it becomes evident that there’s more of it to be told. We can’t sweep it out of the way just yet. It’s merely stopped for a breather, we have to wait and pick it up as it will, go along with its speed when it will.

Think of a story as a living being. There are countless beings and countless types of beings. Physiques, lifestyles, screams, conversations, breaths, tremblings, horns, mutenesses, ways of living and dying, all different. So running off in the middle of a story in a huff is simply not acceptable. Let it live its life, find its own denouement. A butterfly’s tale is a few days aflutter, a bee gets four weeks abuzz, a mouse drools over a handful of crumbs; if a dog lives twenty years, good for him, and yes, if you’re a parrot, turtle, or elephant, you get a full century. The wretched cockroach won’t even die when fired from a cannon. If you want to talk about snakes, you could tell a tale of serpentine wonder: the head can go, a bit of leg too, a bit off the top a bit of the toe, but the tail keeps dancing.

Here’s the thing: a story can fly, stop, go, turn, be whatever it wants to be. That’s why our wise author Intizar Hussain once remarked that a story is like a nomad.

And you may well fall speechless. Because if a story wants, it can stand in one place, refusing to budge. Take root and become a tree, which is another life form. An immortal witness of everything from the gods until now. Planting the twists and turns of the story in curling stems. Laying it to sleep among leaves, perfuming the breezes with it.

Marvellous beings, stories. Preserved in death and in stone. In endless trances that evolved into tombs, surviving from one lifetime to another. The tombs turn to stone, then liquefy, then evaporate into steam and shimmer up, rendering you idolatrous with their silence. And that steam, too, can raise an entire story.

The tale of laughter will continue on. It will stop where it will. At a full or unfull stop. Laughing or keeping lost laughter unlaughed. Fully spontaneous.

The gardener has no permission here: to artificially shape the garden, forming a boundary hedge, measuring here, pruning there, perfectly precise, standing like a scrap of an army under a flag of false pride: We’ve got this garden surrounded! This is a story garden, here, a different light and sunlight rain lover murderer beast bird pigeon fly look sky.

*

An ailment to beat all ailments. A life growing increasingly difficult. The problem was stuck right where it was, but that in itself moved it forward. Exhaustion hunger face contorted moment by moment in the laughter-struggle so why wouldn’t the eyes look fatigued sinking into black sockets? Why wouldn’t food and drink bring about a state of indigestion, a round of constipation or diarrhoea? Why would the joints not ache and the brow not burn? That is, one symptom after another and after that, a third, and the illness becomes laughter cramps. The son fell ill.

In a city where numerous diseases are in a state of constant outbreak, whether from mosquitoes or water or air or food—why not a laughter germ? Who would have thought it? Certainly not the mother of this son. But she fretted over him, and though her child said no, the doctor finally came. The remedies went from wet compress to painkillers to multivitamins, and then moved on to tests. No end of maladies to be checked for, for all symptoms mimic one another. It’s always this way with medical jargon and diagnoses. Check for flu, typhoid, dengue. Gastroenteritis. Malaria. Chikungunya, influenza, pneumonia. Or…good God…It couldn’t be ss-ss-ssomething else, could it? She was so anxious she could barely breathe. But all the reports came out clean. Broad-spectrum antibiotics were prescribed. But he didn’t get any better. He was talked into cortisone injections. They were useless. Bahu cooked his food with her own hands, but still his health deteriorated. Even though her younger son used up all his remaining vacation days, the illness simply would not go away. I’m fine, he kept saying, and the tests,too, showed he hadn’t caught anything.

What was Bahu to do? She began to massage his forehead with balm to help him sleep, and she sent for the servant Ratilal’s nephew Fitroo so he could massage his feet after school, even if he was sleeping, because my little darling must get better, and he started getting up at night to look in on him, and every task that someone else could do for her younger son, Fitroo began to do.
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samadhi
1. A state of deep meditation;

a trance; the final stage of yoga.

2. Self-immolation of an ascetic
by entombment.

3. Place of enfombment, especially
of a saintly personage, or one who
has died heroically.
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