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1
            ONE

         

         The sun was blazing overhead when Saroja and Kumaresan stepped off the bus.

         Beyond the tamarind trees that lined the road, all they could see were vast expanses of arid land. There were no houses anywhere in sight. With each searing gust of wind, the white summer heat spread over everything as if white saris had been flung across the sky. There was not a soul on the road. Even the birds were silent. Just an ashen dryness, singed by the heat, hung in the air. Saroja hesitated to venture into that inhospitable space.

         ‘Step down with your right foot first,’ Kumaresan had said to her. She was now unsure whether he had said this in jest or if he had meant it. By habit, anyway, she had descended from the bus with her right foot first, but she was not sure he had noticed that. The courage she had gathered until then suddenly vanished, leaving her feeling uneasy. When her feet touched the ground, she had prayed within her heart, ‘May everything go well.’ She could not think of a specific god. She only knew the name of Kumaresan’s family deity, Goddess Kali, but she would not have been able to confidently recognize the goddess’s idol in the temple. 2The only Kali she knew was a goddess with widened eyes, terrifying teeth and her tongue sticking out. She could not pray to that Kali, who only inspired fear.

         Kumaresan had already walked quite some distance. Saroja quickly found her bearings and trotted ahead to join him. Shifting the heavy bag to his other hand, he looked at her. Nothing here appeared new to him. He was used to navigating this place even in the dark. He always walked with a spring in his step when he was here, and he felt the same way now. But she was new. She seemed like a lush crop of corn—perhaps a little withered and dull right now, but easily refreshed with just a drop of rain. He noticed her struggling to keep pace with him, so he slowed down, conscious of how briskly he’d been marching ahead. The very sight of her took away his anxiety and brought him some calm. He could sense that, as a girl from a crowded city, Saroja was probably terrified by the emptiness of this place.

         He looked at her face. A lock of hair had escaped her plait and swayed against her cheek. He longed to gently tuck it behind her ear. He tried to control himself, but his heart’s desirous reach could not be checked. His gaze still on her, he smiled and said, ‘At midday, not even a crow or a sparrow ventures out in this heat. This is not a big city like yours, just a little village. But wait and see. You will be amazed at how many different people live here. Don’t worry about a thing. I am here.’

         Kumaresan had rehearsed his strategy several times in his head. He believed that everything would go according 3to plan; it had to. He had thought long and hard about all possible contingencies and modified the plan accordingly. And though he was well aware that any scheme can unravel no matter how foolproof it might have seemed at first, a blind courage propelled him on.

         Saroja clutched his shoulder and continued to shuffle ahead, making sure her legs didn’t get in the way of his. Smiling faintly, she wondered if he would have taken her smile to mean, ‘I have no one besides you. I have come placing all my trust in you.’ Perhaps he did. He somehow already understood all her movements, like someone who had known her intimately for a long time. Her grip on his shoulder slowed him down and held him back, but he savoured the pleasure of her warm grasp, and kept walking.

         They were on the main road that led from Senkundroor to Odaiyur. To get to Kattuppatti, they would have to walk another mile. He kept explaining the different routes and places to her. The chatter helped him keep his anxiety in check. Though she was aware that he was describing the village’s layout and other things, her attention began to drift. She had exhausted herself thinking about what might have transpired in her town, and now her mind was muddled with questions about what could happen here. All night, her imagination had terrorized her with the thought that policemen would intercept them any minute and take her away from Kumaresan. Even now, she was seized by that fear, and she kept looking about warily.

         When nothing untoward happened during their journey, she wondered if her family had said good riddance 4to her and disowned her. Perhaps they were relieved and happy that she had not taken anything with her, that she had walked out in just the sari she was wearing. Was that all there was to it? Was that all there was to everything? Had all these years of love and affection meant nothing? Why hadn’t they come looking for her? Despite her fears of being separated from Kumaresan, she would have been somewhat comforted if someone had come after them, even if it was the police. Now all she had was the emptiness of knowing no one was looking for her. After all this, could she ever go back there? And would anyone embrace her and welcome her back if she did? They would just say, ‘You left. Couldn’t you just stay away?’

         But if she did choose to go back home after all of this, she would feel less fearful if she went with Kumaresan. In any case, he wouldn’t let her go alone. He had already said enough to dispel her fear and boost her confidence. She held on to those heartfelt words he had uttered: ‘If you can trust that from now on I am everything for you, then come with me.’ Even if she came to lose everything else, as long as she had him it was enough. ‘I am everything for you,’ he had said to her. When she repeated it to him several times like a chant, he had laughed. It was a laugh of approval.

         He had already explained to her that once they reached the village, he would do most of the talking, and that no matter what his mother or the others in the village asked her, she need speak only a word or two in response. He had repeated this to her several times—both when they left 5Tholur together on the bus, with her head resting on his shoulder, and when they resumed their journey after they got married—to make sure she understood clearly.

         ‘Whatever I say, amma will listen to me,’ he reassured her many times in many different ways. ‘She will worry about what others might say, but everything will be all right soon. Don’t be afraid.’

         Saroja nodded like an obedient child, hanging on to Kumaresan’s every word. Although it was uncharacteristic of her garrulous nature not to talk, she realized how important it was to act according to his wishes while in the village. Later, when things had settled and she learns how things worked here, she could probably chatter as much as she wanted to. But until then she had best follow his instructions.

         He even told her that he had hinted at these possibilities to his mother already. Apparently, the last time he was in the village, she had said to him, ‘What do you say? Shall we start looking for a girl for you?’

         ‘No rush,’ he had replied. ‘We can talk about this at leisure some other time.’

         ‘You live in a different town. Please don’t come back here dragging along a girl from a different caste,’ she had said, fixing her gaze on him.

         Laughing, he had responded, ‘So what? If I don’t find a girl for myself, you think you will? I am the one who has to live with her.’

         His mother had not said anything more on the subject. He believed he had given her enough to think about. When 6he took his leave, she had merely grunted a non-committal ‘Hmm.’ He had had such conversations with her a few times already. Now he assured Saroja that his mother wouldn’t be entirely shocked.

         ‘Can anyone who looks at your face not like you, my dear?’ he asked her. ‘They will instantly be won over to your side. They might even forget me. “Look at this foul-mouthed fellow’s luck!” the boys will say.’

         Every time he called her ‘my dear’, she quivered in delight. Even though she couldn’t tell if he actually meant it or was saying it in jest, it still made her secretly happy in her heart. The expression in his eyes was always very earnest, without any hint of exaggeration in them. If she said, ‘You are fooling me,’ he would surprise her with his response: ‘Are you the kind of girl that gets fooled?’ His very words embraced her and carried her along.

         Kumaresan turned on to the mud path that forked away from the road. ‘This is the royal highway that leads to our village,’ he said and looked at her.

         ‘What do you mean?’ she asked. He sometimes scared her with such grandiose language. Sometimes she simply could not understand what he said. When he spoke very fast, it sounded like a whole new language to her and she would wonder if he was just being mischievous.

         ‘A royal highway,’ he explained, ‘is when they lay out soft flowers for a king and his queen to walk on. Now you and I are the king and queen.’ He laughed. In the heat of the day, it looked to her like the path ahead of her was strewn with long, slithering white snakes whose heads or tails she 7could not discern. Was this really a royal path? She felt a rush of affection for him and for the way he could joke and laugh even at such a time of anxiety.

         The dust on the path stuck to their feet, searing their soles. She pulled the loose end of her sari over her head.

         ‘Don’t cover your head like that; remove it,’ he said. ‘In these parts, covering the head is a mark of mourning. Here, use this.’ He spread a small towel over her head. Once they decided to get married, he had started saying things like ‘Don’t do it that way. It will be misunderstood there,’ and ‘This is how they do it there.’ It continued even now, but she still did not know what to do and how exactly it would be perceived. She was fearful about how the villagers would interpret her actions. Every time she wondered if she would have to transform herself completely, the heaviness in her gut grew. If she had to learn everything afresh, she might as well become a child again. But who would raise her then? Was Kumaresan ready for such a prospect? She kept touching her head to make sure the towel didn’t slip off.

         After a while Kumaresan decided to stop under a large neem tree by the wayside. Its branches had spread over the entire width of the path, all the way to the other side, making the tree look like a giant umbrella. She looked up at it, but was unable to tell how tall the tree was; she had never seen a neem tree this huge. As soon as they halted beneath it, all her pent-up anxieties seemed to vanish, as though the tree had sucked the summer heat into itself. It was pleasant there in the shade. Glancing around the canopy, she remarked, ‘What a massive tree!’ She felt comforted by it, as though it 8had gathered her and seated her in its lap. She trusted that Kumaresan would similarly offer her refuge in his lap.

         Right then, in a teasing tone, he said, ‘This is my village’s—no, no—our village’s kaanakkaadu,’ and pointed behind her. Confused, she looked at him. He explained, ‘This is the cremation ground.’

         The lap that had given her refuge only a moment ago now pushed her away and shrank back into itself. Fearfully, she looked at the cremation ground. It lay beyond the neem tree, a vast outgrowth of bushes and huge trees that rose to the sky. There was no sign of anyone being buried or cremated there. The place hid all sorts of secrets within itself, even though it appeared unassuming. Saroja turned away, but something from behind her kept its gaze on her. She wanted to leave the place.

         She was familiar with the cremation ground that was part of the Tholur Municipality. It spread over acres, dotted with pits and graves. Thickets of thorny bushes had taken over some spots. There were just one or two trees, and someone or other was always lying down next to the gravestones under those trees. The racket of the men who sat huddled in the middle of the clearings amidst thorny bushes, playing cards, was a permanent feature. The place was never deserted. Her father had told her that many even slept there at night. ‘They don’t even let the ghosts roam around in peace,’ he’d said. There was always a new pit dug out and ready in one place, and a corpse burning in another. But there was nothing of that sort here. As though he knew what she was thinking, Kumaresan said, ‘Only one or two 9corpses are brought here every year. Most of the time, you’ll only see cows and goats grazing here.’

         She was trying hard to resist looking at the bushes with their closely guarded secrets when she heard a voice: ‘What is it, mapillai? Why are you standing here?’

         She whipped around to see a man on a bicycle, standing with one foot on the ground. He had called out to Kumaresan with a friendly term of address commonly used between men. The man was wearing a loincloth and had a towel tied around his head. He looked middle-aged, with a swollen belly and thick hair covering his entire body. Had he not been wearing the loincloth and the towel, he would have looked exactly like a dark pig. Saroja felt both embarrassed and amused at the sight of the man, but she noticed that he was sizing her up carefully. As his bee-like eyes bore into her, she lowered her gaze to protect herself from his unsettling scrutiny.

         Kumaresan replied calmly, ‘This is my wife, uncle. We got married just this morning.’

         ‘Look at that! You went away to work, but you managed to find yourself a nice cow! Does your mother know?’ he said, and scrutinized Saroja again from head to foot.

         Saroja wondered if he would come closer and inspect her teeth. Although she was not wearing silk, she looked very much like a new bride in her new sari and blouse and with the yellow thread of the taali around her neck. Her face, strained by the exhaustion of the journey, looked like a painting shrouded in smoke. She tried to shrink her frame and hide behind Kumaresan, but the man’s gaze hounded her wherever she moved. 10

         ‘Amma will know only once we get home,’ Kumaresan said.

         ‘You have done something unexpected, bringing a girl from elsewhere. What caste?’ the man said.

         ‘Our caste only,’ Kumaresan replied.

         Since he wanted the man to leave, he kept his answers short. But it didn’t look like the man had any intention of leaving. He got off his bicycle and leaned around Kumaresan to get a good look at Saroja. Seeing her struggle to hide herself, he frowned, hummed, and furrowed his eyebrows in suspicion.

         ‘Can’t I tell by the face?’ he prodded relentlessly. ‘This is not a face from our caste, mapillai. Does a face that wanders over fields and rocks look like this? This is the face of someone who hasn’t toiled, a body that hasn’t suffered summer’s heat. All right, tell me the truth—whatever it is … Is she from our caste?’

         ‘Yes, maama,’ Kumaresan replied patiently.

         Once the man realized he wouldn’t be able to drag out any more information from Kumaresan, he intoned, ‘All right, all right, this heat is punishing. Go home. There must be some leftover rice gruel for you to drink. Your mother might even become overjoyed at the sight of her new daughter-in-law and decide to kill a chicken and make some kozhambu and some sambar rice with cumin and everything. This is the first time such a daughter-in-law has come to our village, isn’t it? Such a rare piece of sweet jaggery!’ Saying this, he pedalled away, his bicycle moving slowly as its tyres pressed into the mud on the path. Saroja and Kumaresan could see the loose end of the man’s 11loincloth dangle in the air when he hoisted himself up from the seat and pedalled with force to move faster. He turned back many times to look at them. Saroja watched with fear as the man pierced through the day’s heat, leaving a trail of dust suspended in the air.

         ‘He is from our village,’ Kumaresan explained. ‘We call him Podhaaru, because that is exactly what he looks like—a bush. Did you see the hair all over his body? Everyone has such a nickname. I do too, as you will find out for yourself. Anyway, now the news of our marriage will reach the village before we do. That is good in a way. We won’t have to say anything. It is going be a grand welcome, you wait and see. Don’t be scared by it all,’ he said as he lifted the bag and placed it on his head.

         ‘You look just like a porter,’ Saroja said, looking for a distraction and trying to shake away the memory of Podhaaru’s hook-like gaze. He had called her a cow, and he had stared at her just as though he was examining the animal at the country fair. Now, thinking of Kumaresan as a porter made her smile.

         There were porters at Tholur railway station who scurried about carrying people’s luggage. She had never travelled by train, but she was familiar with the station. Whenever she happened to pass by, she would spend a lot of time there, just standing and observing. It was one of her favourite pastimes. Their initial plan had been to leave from Tholur by train. But since they would have had to leave at a moment’s notice, depending on whenever they found a good time to get away, they had abandoned that plan and 12decided to take the bus instead. The thought of going away by train had excited her. ‘A new experience starting with a new experience,’ she had thought. So she was definitely disappointed when that did not happen. He had comforted her, saying, ‘It is not like we will never come back to my father-in-law’s house again. We certainly will. And I will bring you by train then. Don’t worry.’ Concealing her tears, she had leaned on him for comfort. And when he ran his fingers gently over her cheek, she had held his hand and kept it from moving away.

         ‘You think I look like a porter?’ he said. ‘Let a month or two roll by. You too will walk like this carrying a basket of dung on your head.’

         Looking at the faint smile on his lips, she said, ‘If you lift that weight and place it on my head, I will carry it for sure.’ Her words made him happy. ‘Just your saying so is enough. We will survive somehow even if we have just two cows.’

         All along the way, she saw nothing but a barren landscape scorched into whiteness by the heat. Somewhere in the distance, she spotted a homestead. Thatched roofs. The two or three human figures that were out and about looked diminished from a distance. She walked with her eyes fixed on these distant figures. The path seemed endless; anyone coming here for the first time would have a difficult time finding the place. That gave her some relief.

         From that endless path, they turned and started walking on a faint trail in the ground. Pointing to a group of thatched huts that sat on a large rock which looked like it had absorbed all the heat of the day, Kumaresan said, ‘That 13is our house.’ He had never said anything about his house before. She hadn’t asked him either. But when she looked at the thatched hut, something in her heart came undone. To console herself, she averted her gaze and looked at the rock instead. There were no other houses in the vicinity; only some trees. She was going to find it difficult to reconcile herself to this environment.

         Seeing her crestfallen expression, he said, ‘Did you think it would be a house with a brick-tiled roof?’

         Without lifting her face, she said, ‘No, I didn’t.’

         ‘Don’t worry, we can build one,’ he said. This was how he was. He would never say something could not be done. Whatever it was, he’d say, ‘We can do it.’ It was, of course, a different matter whether he actually did it or not. But sometimes, just those words seemed enough, didn’t they?

         As they neared the rock, she could see the faces of the women sitting there. Their voices rose in a cacophony. As soon as they saw the couple, they all got up. Everyone was silent for a minute. Saroja stood with her head bowed, while Kumaresan set the bag on the ground and looked at them. No one said anything. There were five or six men in the crowd too.

         Suddenly, from within one of the huts, there came a wail, and an aggrieved voice lashed out at them: ‘You have ruined me!’

         Saroja looked up to see a slender figure in a white sari standing before them, her hair undone and her hands raised in the air. Kumaresan’s mother, Marayi. Saroja did not have the strength to look at her. 14

         Marayi hit Kumaresan on his chest in protest. ‘Is this why I sent you to work in a different place?’ she demanded. ‘I had thought my son would earn some money and walk with his head held high among the people here. But he has thrown fire on me. If he had been killed in a road accident somewhere, I would have written it off as my destiny … I would have cried my heart out and been done with it. But now he has given me a reason to weep for the rest of my life! Why did you do this? Why did you do this?’ She clutched his shirt in her fist and slapped him repeatedly, sometimes striking his cheek and sometimes his chest. And then, turning to Saroja, she screamed, ‘What did you do to bewitch my son? How many men have you done this to?’

         Like someone possessed, she grabbed Saroja by her hair. Kumaresan rushed and pulled his mother away, saying, ‘Let her be, Amma. What is this?’

         Holding Saroja by the hand, he led her into one of the huts. They could still hear his mother wailing: ‘Look at him pushing me away already! What dark magic has she cast on him! Everything is ruined. The end of my days has come about.’

         The sight of the old woman sitting on the rock, wailing and beating her chest repeatedly, terrified Saroja. She wasn’t even aware that she had been crying. Her body trembled with fear. Her eyes rolled up into their sockets, and the world around her faded.

         ‘Water, water,’ she mumbled.

         ‘It is nothing, don’t worry,’ he kept reassuring her, but she fainted and collapsed.

      

   


   
      
         
15
            TWO

         

         Saroja’s collapse panicked Kumaresan, who had caught her in his arms to break her fall.

         ‘Amma, please bring some water!’ he shouted.

         There was no response from the people outside. Everyone kept looking at his mother in silence. Suddenly, she became quiet and, sitting under the neem tree by the side of the rock, began snivelling into the loose end of her sari that she held against her mouth, her body shuddering with the impact of her grief. It did not look like she had heard Kumaresan’s call for help. Or if she had, she did not show it.

         ‘Rasamma Akka, why don’t you help?’ Kumaresan begged the woman who was in his line of vision. ‘Can you fetch some water please? She has fainted!’

         But Rasamma quickly turned her face away and hid it behind the woman sitting next to her. All the others too, fearing he might call out to them for help, did the same. In the blinding heat, all he could see was a cluster of averted faces. He was filled with rage, and felt like dragging those women by their hair and throttling them. But he controlled himself. The other onlookers, whom he couldn’t see from where he stood, felt safe from his angry gaze. 16

         Kumaresan gently placed Saroja’s limp body on the ground. Then he stepped outside the hut. Sweat covered his darkened face. He did not want to look at anyone. He rushed to the shack that served as the kitchen, filled some water in a jar, and ran back. He sprinkled some on her face to revive her, and then made her drink some. Seeing the terror in her darting glances, he tapped her gently on her cheek and said, ‘It is nothing. Don’t be afraid.’

         She leaned against his chest, and whimpered.

         ‘This is all because we walked for so long in this bare heat,’ he said to her. ‘I will give you some leftovers soaked in water. Would you drink that?’ But she was too unsettled to respond. Leaving her alone, he went again to the kitchen and poured some of the gruel into a bowl. Stirring a few crystals of rock salt into the gruel, he went back to the hut where she was resting. ‘Drink this,’ he said, and placed the bowl close to her lips. After just a mouthful, she made a face and moaned, ‘That’s enough.’

         ‘Drink a little more. It cools the body down,’ he said.

         But she did not like the smell of that gruel. Turning her face away, she said, ‘No. I don’t want to.’

         ‘Drink it. It will help you,’ he said, forcing her angrily.

         She shook her head in refusal.

         ‘Look here!’ he raised his voice. ‘Are you going to drink this or not?’

         Pleadingly, she said, ‘It stinks. I don’t like it. It will make me vomit.’

         Saroja could see that he was upset because she didn’t seem to understand the value and taste of the gruel, but 17she could not even take it to her lips. The smell made her stomach churn. Belatedly, Kumaresan realized that she might have drunk it if it had been made with rice. So he did not force her any more, and instead drank it himself. In Tholur, where she was from, they never mixed ragi pap with water from grain meal soaked overnight. They only ate pap with kozhambu. They did make porridge, but not the kind Kumaresan was used to. They called broken rice ‘noy’. And they made a porridge by cooking noy with some flour. Here, in Kumaresan’s village, however, koozh porridge was made by boiling flour in water with some salt. Those who were indisposed drank it lukewarm. The porridge was supposed to fortify the body. It was even given to cows after they delivered their calves. Having concluded that Saroja had never tasted this gruel, he wondered what else he could offer her to eat. It did not seem like they had any cooked rice lying around. Even if they had rice at home, his mother was not in the habit of cooking it often. Finding rice was like finding gold. Once in two or three months when she cooked meat, she would carefully measure in some rice. Or perhaps during festivals like Deepavali or Pongal. But Saroja was used to eating rice every day.

         He began to worry about how he would deal with the food situation hereon. So far, all his plans had been focused on managing his mother’s reactions. He had not given much thought to what else he would have to do once Saroja began living with them. How was he going to handle this? He was beginning to feel overwhelmed. He looked at her lying there like a dried leaf. Usually, her 18movements stirred and invited him; he always marvelled at how she managed to draw him in by merely knitting her eyebrows. But now she invoked nothing but pity in him. He could not think clearly. How am I going to take care of her here? What if she splutters and withers like a little sesame seed on this overheated rock?

         Pavalayi, one of the women in the crowd outside, who had been watching his ministrations, said, ‘She must be lucky to have found a husband like him, who runs about trying to take care of her.’

         Another voice rose in the crowd, ‘Hey, Pavala, once you go home, make sure you faint and make a scene. Your husband too might come running to take care of you!’ Everyone laughed.

         ‘Of course!’ Pavalayi responded. ‘Though I don’t think I am good at being so dramatic. Even if I do manage to faint, he won’t make me lean on his chest. Instead, he’ll give me a tight slap.’

         Someone else chimed in, ‘Looks like we don’t have to walk four or five miles and pay money to watch a film from now on. All we have to do is come and sit on this rock.’

         The crowd, which now rang with the women’s laughter, had grown in size. People who lived in distant fields had heard the news and were trickling in to join the throng. The new arrivals peered into the hut to take a look at Saroja, but they could not see her face clearly in the shadows. Content that she would have to step out eventually, they found shaded spots outside, and sat down to gossip: 19

         ‘It’s true. She is not dark like us, is she? She is pink like the eastern sky at dusk. Just like a film star.’

         ‘Look at our Maara’s fortune. All these years, she was alone on his rock. Now she has a daughter-in-law who looks like a film star. She is going to be busy adoring her.’

         ‘Worried that her daughter-in-law’s feet might hurt if they walk on the rock, she will make her tread on cotton. Concerned that her skin might darken in the sun, she will build a palace to keep her safe.’

         ‘Did you see how brilliantly her nose ring shone, catching the sunlight? That must be what knocked Kumaresan down.’

         ‘Hey! Since when do we call him “Kumaresan”? Just because he has found a fair-skinned a girl, have you all renamed our Nōndippayyan?’

         ‘How can we call him Nōndi in front of his new bride?’

         ‘Even if he gets a wife, has children, or even grandchildren, Nōndi will remain Nōndi. Is that going to change? Some of us might know him as Kumaresan, but surely not the entire village?’

         From their ceaseless chatter, Saroja gathered that ‘Nōndi’ was their nickname for Kumaresan. For some reason, she did not like that name. What sort of a name was Nōndi? ‘Kumaresan’ was such an affectionate name. It was what she preferred to call him.

         She recalled how, one afternoon, exhausted from the previous day’s work, Kumaresan had been fast asleep on a cot outside his quarters in Tholur. He was not in the habit 20of sleeping like that, but the tree’s alluring shade had cast a spell on him. When she stepped outside her house for some reason, this frozen picture of Kumaresan sleeping under the tree caught her attention. She had stood there looking at him for a while. There was no one else nearby. She walked closer, said, ‘Dey! Kumaresa!’ and ran back into the house. When she looked out, he was awake and sitting up. She felt bad for having woken him up. She couldn’t talk to him right away, but when she got a chance later that evening, she said, ‘Did I wake you up?’

         He laughed. ‘It was you I was talking to in my dream! So after you spoke to me, I cuddled with you and went back to sleep.’

         She had smiled shyly.

         After that, he’d tell her now and then, ‘Please call me “Kumaresa!” just once.’ And she would. ‘Not like that,’ he would say. ‘The way you did in my dream the other day.’ Then she would soften her voice and call him again. But no matter how many different ways she said his name, he was not satisfied: ‘No, it doesn’t quite sound the same. Try again.’ And if she walked away in a huff, he’d laugh. She had muttered his name in her mind like a chant in so many ways. And here, instead of that lovely name, they called him Nōndi!

         Suddenly, like a cloudburst that resumes its torrential downpour after a brief respite, his mother started wailing again.

         ‘Look at him!’ she lamented. ‘He has brought a girl who cannot even withstand the sun, a girl who faints. What 21kind of work will she do? Of what use is a girl who does not have the strength to fetch two pots of water? How did he become such an idiot? Is he going to be busy worshipping her with flowers day and night now?’ Her voice rose in a dirge:

         
            I, his mother, had rejoiced that he would bring me an elephant.

            I chirped like a cuckoo that he would bring me a horse.

            I danced in joy like a peacock that he would fetch me a cow.

            I was thrilled that he would bring home a goat.

            But he has unleashed a cat upon us.

            Do I catch and leash it or let it wander free?

            I could not rejoice at the sight

            of a sturdy wedding tent,

            of invited guests, of the sound of drums,

            of him tying the taali.

            That joy, alas, was not mine!

         

         Someone said, ‘Please stop it. Whatever it is, our boy has got married. And here you are singing a dirge.’ There was mockery in the voice, but it had its effect. His mother’s wails were once again reduced to whimpers.

         Kumaresan laid down the cot that stood leaning against a wall, and spread a blanket on it. He pulled Saroja up gently and made her lie down on the cot. ‘Sleep well. Everything will be all right.’ 22

         The commotion outside made her feel even more miserable. She lay like a child on the sagging coir-rope cot. For a second, he wanted to just stay there and look at her. A string of slightly faded flowers lay unfurled.

         She was not comfortable on that cot. She was used to lying down on a mat. Bending down, he whispered, ‘Forget your tears, and sleep,’ and went out.

         Her eyes followed him. She didn’t know if she could sleep. Lying on the cot inside that thatched hut felt like being trapped alone in a large cave. The incessant babble of voices outside was making her skin crawl. How could she ignore them and sleep? Just as he had pointed out earlier, she had not imagined that so many people lived here.

         Since she had only seen a cluster of five or six homesteads from a distance, Saroja had assumed that only a few people would come to see her. She had thought she would manage somehow. Like Kumaresan, she too had made her own plans, but she had not revealed them to him. Neighbours and relatives would definitely come to see the new daughter-in-law. How would she respond to their questions? A smile was always an appropriate response. Then there were words like ‘yes’ and ‘okay’. Until she had properly gauged the people and had a good sense of them, she intended to respond to their queries with just a smile and a few words. She had also picked up some words from Kumaresan’s way of talking, which she planned to use at the appropriate time.

         But she now realized that none of those tactics would work with this crowd. In fact, it would be best if no one 23came near her or asked her anything. Anyway, Kumaresan would not allow anyone to talk to her today. But she was afraid that he might go out and pick a fight with someone. So, keeping her ears pricked, she closed her eyes and pretended to be asleep. She could hear them making fun of her fainting, the news of which had reached everyone in the village. ‘She must have passed out at the sight of this thatched-hut palace,’ they were saying. She lay there, listening to everything.

         Earlier, she had seen five or six men in loincloths sitting outside. One of them now said, ‘Did you go crazy at the sight of her fair skin, my boy?’ She could not hear Kumaresan’s response. Perhaps he just smiled, like he did all the time. No matter what situation, his lips always widened in a smile. He could handle everyone with just his smile.

         She heard a woman say, ‘You are accusing Nōndi, but all you men have wandering eyes.’

         The women’s chatter had not ended.

         Another woman chimed in, ‘Since all of you just lie about here in your loincloths, we women aren’t worried. If you went out of town to work, who knows what all you’d do?’
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