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            THE STORY OF A GOAT

            “This slyly fabulist story inhabits the point of view of a sickly goat taken in by a poor Indian family. Murugan … fashions the goat’s travails and victories into social commentary and a testament to nature’s power”

            New York Times Book Review

            “[A] parable about village life, written with breathtaking and deceptive simplicity … Murugan traces the entire life of his little goat – her despair, her small acts of heroism, her longing – with Chekhovian clarity. Each sentence in Raman’s supple translation is modest, sculpted and clean, but behind each you sense a fund of deep wisdom about the vagaries of the rains, politics, behaviour – human and animal”

            Parul Sehgal, New York Times

            “Perumal Murugan said his career as a novelist was dead. Lucky for us, he was wrong … The Story of a Goat jumps nimbly from fantasy to realism to parody … The effect is not so much escapist fantasy as existential reflection”

            Ron Charles, Washington Post

            “This fable of society, bureaucracy, and rural life centers on a Tamil farming couple in South India and the female goat they receive from a mysterious man … The small triumphs and tragedies of rural life … are relayed through the goat’s trenchant observations, which poignantly expose how tightly the lives of caretakers and their livestock are bound”

            New Yorker

            “The title character of Murugan’s elegant new novel is indeed a joy … The greatest achievement of this remarkable novel is the empathy its adult readers will feel for a non-human creature; through Poonachi’s tale we are reminded how much bonds us with the animal word”

            USA Today

            ii“There’s a long tradition of coded pet parables (Animal Farm, anyone?), but few are as heartrending as Perumal Murugan’s story of a runty goat subject to all the forms of suffering and solace that visit modern India”

            Los Angeles Times

            “Through the eyes of this miraculous creature, we are taken through rural India. But it’s not all sunshine-filled romps in the field. Perumal Murugan also gives us a glimpse at the nuances of class in this community from a unique and charming perspective. It’s a joy”

            Literary Hub

            “In the tradition of George Orwell’s Animal Farm … An affecting modern fable reflecting Murugan’s enchanting capacity to make a single story resonate on many levels”

            Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

            “A wholly human story wrapped up in the person of an orphaned black goat … this earthy tale is as emotionally affecting as any human-centred drama. A frank exploration of oppression, greed, love and what good can be made of even the most meagre life”

            Shelf Awareness

            “Fantastical … Through the thoughts of a rare black goat and the couple who adopt it, readers witness famines, death, and moments of beauty”

            National Geographic

            “[A] superbly fabulist tale … Murugan explores the lively inner life of an observant goat in this imaginative exploration of rural life under the caste system”

            Publisher’s Weekly

            “[A]s pastoral as this story seems, Murugan’s multilayered intentions prove far more admonitory … Murugan adroitly transforms his caprine idyll into cautionary tale”

            Booklist

            iii“A narrative that goes beyond the humanistic towards a broader sense of universal empathy. Intimate and realistic in certain areas and mythic in others, this one might surprise you”

            Words without Borders

            “A major Indian writer”

            New York Times

            “Versatile, sensitive to history and conscious of his responsibilities as a writer, Murugan is … the most accomplished of his generation of Tamil writers”

            Caravan

            “An ironic look at society, of power and abuse, bondage and greed, surveillance and the silent acquiescence of the weak in their own subjugation”

            The Hindu

            “Murugan’s writing is locally-grown literature, not a canned object sold on a supermarket bookshelf. It is rare to come across a writer who enjoys such intimacy with a land and those who live in close contact with it”

            Amitava Kumar, author of Immigrant, Montana

            “Perumal Murugan’s voice is distinct; it is the voice of writing in the Indian languages rich in characters, dialogues and locales that are unerringly drawn and intensely evocative”

            The Indian Express

            “This is not the first book that N. Kalyan Raman has translated and the ease with which the story flows and the simple picturesque language makes it a wonderful read”

            Times of India

            “This tiny goat, full of joie de vivre, is irresistible”

            Scroll.in
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         Once, in a village, there was a goat. No one knew where she was born. The birth of an ordinary creature never leaves a trace, does it? That said, the goat’s arrival into the world was somewhat unusual.

         In that semi-arid stretch of land known as Odakkan Hill, it didn’t rain much that year. The last few years had been no different. If it rained for half an hour on a rare day, some upstarts would call it ‘torrential rain’. They had never seen a rainy season when it poured relentlessly throughout the day, for months on end. When it rained heavily, they cursed, ‘Why is it pouring like this?’ They were fed up of having to protect their possessions from the rain and getting drenched whenever they stepped out. But even an enemy should be welcomed with courtesy. If we curse and drive away the rain that brings us wealth and prosperity, why should it ever visit us again?

         Pondering thus about the lack of rain, the old man sat on a hillock a short distance from his field and stared vacantly at the sky. He was a farmer who belonged to the community of Asuras. Harvesting had just been completed 2in all the fields. The yield was modest. But even after the harvest, some grass lay green and lush in the fields. Soon, the season of dew would be here. The dew cover would help the grass withstand the sun’s heat and survive for a few more days before drying up completely. Though the old man had a few goats that he could graze there, he wished he had one more goat that he could put to feed and raise in two short months.

         There was a small pit below the hillock where he sat, beyond which lay a stretch of sun-baked fields. He loved to sit there at sunset and watch the spectacle of a crimson blanket spreading over the horizon. On the days when he grazed his goats there, as well as on some other days, he would leave only after watching the colourful spectacle unfold in the sky. If he happened to miss it, he would feel aggrieved, as though he had been robbed of something precious. ‘Sit in the field and gaze at the sky for some time. It will clear your mind,’ the old man’s wife would tease him.

         One day, while he was enjoying the sunset, an unusual sight on the long foot trail adjoining the field caught his eye. A very large silhouette was moving in the far distance. It looked as if a tree trunk shorn of all branches had uprooted itself and was walking on the trail. The old man stood up instinctively. In the next few moments, it became obvious that what he was looking at was the figure of a man, elongated in the light of dusk.

         The old man knew everyone in the area, even the local children of all ages. Who could this be? He couldn’t tell 3from the gait. In the space between one giant step and the next, he thought, a six-foot-tall man could lie down and extend his arms freely on either side.

         It was the hour of dusk, and the figure was moving quickly, perhaps because he wanted to reach somewhere before nightfall. It seemed that he would pass by this spot in a few more seconds. The old man believed that there wasn’t a soul in the region that he didn’t know. He had also never imagined that it would be so easy for someone to ignore him and walk away. Who was this giant?

         Some moments later, the swinging movement of his right hand and his bent left arm came into view. When he saw that the giant was holding his left arm against his chest, the old man wondered if he perhaps had no use of that arm. If he picked up that much speed by swinging a lone arm, imagine how fast he could go if he swung his left arm too! To try to find out who the giant might be, the old man climbed down towards the trail.

         The giant was an imposing figure, half as tall as a palm tree, wearing just a loincloth at his waist. The cloth seemed to flutter in the breeze. Though the old man had spotted him from afar, the giant had drawn near in no time. It looked as if he would race past the spot and be gone forever in a couple of seconds. Afraid that he might slip by, the old man shouted from a distance: ‘Who goes there?’ At once the giant stopped in his tracks. ‘It’s me, samiyov,’ he called out. His voice sounded like a wasp burrowing through a block of wood. The old man still couldn’t recognise him. Though he was still at a distance, he had to look up to see the giant’s face. 4

         ‘Who are you? You seem to be new around here,’ the old man said.

         ‘Not at all,’ the giant replied. ‘I belong to this area. I am wandering from village to village, trying to sell this goat kid. I haven’t found a buyer yet. She is just a day-old baby. That’s why I am going to every field, samiyov.’

         ‘If you go to the market fair, she’ll be sold in no time,’ the old man said.

         ‘Who will buy my baby at a market fair, sami?’ the giant laughed.

         This one is very arrogant, thought the old man.

         ‘The fellows will come, one by one, hold her jaw and look at her teeth. They’ll clasp her waist with their fingers, pull at her udder and stroke her back. Haven’t we seen the poor goats standing around like showpieces at market fairs? Would I let any old hand touch this precious baby? That’s why I couldn’t bring myself to take her to a market fair. Raising this baby goat and making a living from it is beyond me. So I am roaming from village to village, trying to find someone who will look after her properly,’ the giant explained.

         Seems like this giant’s tongue, too, will stretch as long as his body, the old man thought. He glanced at the kid. She was scarcely visible. Maybe she was resting comfortably in the crook of his arm. In the fading light of dusk, he couldn’t see her clearly. He was reluctant to step closer.

         ‘You say you went to several villages. Did no one there have the money to buy this wonder kid?’ 5

         ‘Oh, men of fortune are as plentiful as fruit worms, but a kind heart is rare. Only a kind-hearted man can have my baby,’ the giant said.

         He bent down and set the kid on the ground. His back was as broad as a slab of granite. A big, fat worm wriggled near his feet. Standing upright again, he took off his head-towel and wiped the sweat from his face and upper body.

         ‘Look, she is no ordinary kid. Her mother birthed seven kids in a litter. After she delivered the sixth, I thought it was all over and only the umbilical cord would be left. But she contracted her body and pushed hard once more. This one slid out as the seventh and dropped like a piece of dung. She is truly a miracle, look at her,’ the giant said.

         A pleasant breeze had crept in at sunset, but sweat streamed down the giant’s torso like a rivulet. The old man looked on in surprise as he stemmed the flow with his towel and wiped himself dry. ‘What kind of man is he? Is he from a different planet?’ he mused, while the giant continued: ‘I can’t wander around anymore, sami. My days are at an end. I’ll hand over this kid to you and move on. Keep her under your care, samiyov.’

         He lifted the kid and placed her in the old man’s hands. At first, it felt as if a hammer had grazed his hand; the next moment, he found a flower on his palm. The old man had never seen such a tiny goat kid before. He gazed at her in amazement. Her wriggling form fit snugly into the crook of his arm. The kid’s colour was all black, the shiny black of a beetle. With his palm resting on her throat, he looked up. The giant was gone, fading into the darkness at the end of the trail. 6

         ‘Yov, yov! Don’t you want money for the kid?’ the old man shouted. The giant couldn’t have heard him. The old man stood still and watched as the figure dwindled to a speck and then vanished altogether. As he turned back slowly, the old man was gripped by anxiety. He had wished for a goat to graze on the green grass. By chance, this bit of dung had come into his hands. How was he going to raise it to adulthood?
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         The old man climbed the hillock and stepped into the field. He had plucked some grass and filled a basket with it. After laying the kid on the bed of grass, he lifted the basket and placed it on his head, and started walking. Arriving as a smoky haze, darkness had begun to settle slowly across the crimson sky in the west. It was time to head homeward. Someone like that giant, with his long strides, would probably have got there in no time.

         The old man’s thatched shed was at a walking distance from the field. He had to go past the field, take the mud track, then cross the lake shore and trudge along the very long foot trail that wound through the stretch of semi-arid fields in order to reach home.

         By the time he got on the foot trail, his shadow had begun to fade. He took long strides, hurrying to reach home before it was too dark to see ahead. There were shorn fields all across the stretch. Here and there, he saw a few men who were taking their goats back home after grazing them on the new grass. But for this goat kid, he would have been home by now with the basket of grass. 8

         As he walked on, he suddenly heard the kid cry out again and again, like a steady hum. This worm of a kid had not only eaten up his time, she was now crying; he scolded her. Then he saw a bunch of goatherds come running towards him from all four directions, yelling, ‘Dhooyi, dhooyi.’ The old man stopped in his tracks, sensing that something was amiss. A gust of wind seemed to be pushing the basket off his head. He held on to it tightly. A man rushed forward, caught the old man by the arm and steadied him. Otherwise, he would have fallen face down in the dirt. He lifted the basket off the old man’s head and kept it on the ground. After recovering his wits, the old man asked breathlessly, ‘What’s happening?’

         ‘Look over there,’ the man said, pointing to the west. Flapping its wings, a large bird was flying away towards the hill where it was already dark.

         ‘What do you have in the basket that a large bird would hunt?’ Two or three men approached him with the question. ‘Is it a rat that you caught in the field?’

         Meanwhile, the kid stood up slowly inside the basket and moaned: ‘Mmmm.’ Still shaken, the old man was unable to speak.

         ‘You had this big black worm in the basket. That’s why the eagle struck,’ laughed one man as he picked up the kid.

         ‘This is a goat kid, ’pa,’ said another.

         The kid wriggled like a worm in the hands of the man who had picked it up. All the goatherds looked at it in wonder. ‘Is she really a goat kid?’ 9

         They took her in their hands and examined her. The old man was embarrassed. If the goatherds had not spotted the eagle swooping down on the basket, it would have snatched the kid in its talons and eaten her.

         ‘Look at the kid. This moment of peril must have been in her destiny,’ the old man thought to himself. Then he addressed the goatherds: ‘Like providence, you people turned up at the right time to help me. On top of losing the kid, I might have taken a fall with the basket and broken a limb. What would I have done then? There’s my wife at home. She feeds me every day because I do a little work and earn something. If I am laid up in bed with a broken limb, would she look after me?’

         A goatherd in a loincloth held the kid in his hand and said, ‘Her belly is empty, ’pa. Look at her. She is so hungry she can’t even open her eyes.’ He called out, ‘Bu-ck-oo, bu-ck-oo’ and his goats came running to him. He picked a nanny goat and held the kid under her udder. The kid was too weak to reach for the udder, so he crammed the nanny goat’s teat into her mouth. It was perhaps the first time the kid was trying to hold a teat in her mouth. After a bit of a struggle, she managed to hold it firmly and sucked on it. When the first drops of milk touched her tongue, she discovered a new taste and began to suckle eagerly.

         ‘The kid is quite smart,’ said the man who had arranged to feed her. After a few sucks had drenched her belly, her jaw began to ache and the kid let go of the teat. ‘Go on, drink a little more. It’ll make sure that you pass the night without 10hunger pangs,’ the young man said and made her suckle some more. Then he picked her up and handed her over to the old man. ‘She looks like a worm, but with her attitude, she is already an adult,’ he said.

         The men set out behind their herds. After placing the kid safely inside the basket and covering her with grass, the old man started walking on the trail. ‘I don’t know how many more hazards this creature will have to face. Will she overcome them or go under? Who knows what is fated for her?’ he mused.

         The old woman didn’t like the look or sound of the kid. She scowled at her husband. ‘Where did you pick up this kitten? Why do we need her?’ When the old man told her she was a goat kid, she picked her up and exclaimed in amazement: ‘Yes, she is a goat kid.’

         All night, they went over the story of how the kid had come into their hands. They already owned two goats. One of them had littered just a month ago. Three kids: two male and one female. All three jumped and played around in their front yard. The other goat was pregnant and would deliver about a month from now. They had sold the kids from her previous litter to the butcher only ten days ago. They also owned a buffalo calf, a heifer. If she grazed for another year, she would be old enough to mate, and then they could sell her.

         The couple spent their days raising a few crops in the half acre of land adjoining their thatched shed, grazing their goats and tending the buffalo calf. It fell to the old 11man to take the goats to the fields for grazing and fetch fodder for the goats and the calf. Using that as an excuse, he liked to wander across the fields and villages, bantering with people and enjoying a few laughs. His wife rarely went out anywhere. Since their needs were very few, she went to the market fair once a month to buy groceries. They also visited their daughter’s home once a year for the annual festival at the village temple, which involved being away for a fortnight. She was their only daughter, and they had no other wish than to pass the remainder of their lives as serenely as they had done all these years.

         That same night the old lady gave the goat kid that resembled a kitten a nickname: Poonachi. She once had a cat by the same name. In memory of that beloved cat, this goat kid too was named Poonachi. They had acquired her without spending a penny. Now they had to look after her somehow. Her husband had told her a vague story about meeting a demon who looked like Bakasuran and receiving the kid from him as a gift. She wondered if he could have stolen it from a goatherd. Someone might come looking for it tomorrow. Maybe her husband had told her the story only to cover up his crime?

         The old woman was not used to lighting lamps at night. The couple ate their evening meal and went to bed when it was still dusk. That night, though, she took a large earthen lamp and filled it with castor oil extracted the year before. There was no cotton for a wick. She tore off a strip from a discarded loincloth of her husband’s and fashioned it into a wick. 12

         She looked at the kid under the lamplight in that shed as though she were seeing her own child after a long time apart. There was no bald spot or bruise anywhere on her body. The kid was all black. As she stared at the lamp, her wide open eyes were starkly visible. There was a trace of fatigue on her face. The old woman thought the kid looked haggard because she had not been fed properly. She must be just a couple of days old. A determination that she must somehow raise this kid to adulthood took root in her heart.

         She called the old man to come and see the kid. She looked like a black lump glittering in the lamplight in that pitch-black night. He pulled fondly at her flapping ears and said, ‘Aren’t you lucky to come and live here?’

         It had been a long time since there was such pleasant chit-chat between the couple. Because of the kid’s sudden entry into their lives, they ended up talking about the old days.
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         Since the goatherd on the trail had got his nanny goat to suckle her, the kid’s belly was full. Around midnight the old woman started feeling sleepy. Folding a gunny bag into a small square and spreading it on the ground like a mattress, she laid the kid on it and covered her with an upside-down basket. Bewildered by the darkness inside the basket, the kid cried a little, but didn’t come out. Since the basket was coated with dung, she couldn’t find even a small opening anywhere. The basket’s edge sat flush on the gunny bag. Concerned that the kid might not have any air to breathe, the old woman brought a stick of firewood, placed it on one side and raised the edge on it. Now there was enough room for air to circulate.

         The kid slept right below the old woman’s cot. The old woman got up every now and then, lifted the basket, and looked at the kid. Curled up on the gunny bag mattress, the little thing lay fast asleep.

         A couple of hours after midnight, when the woman opened the basket to check, the kid struggled to her feet and cried out. Contracting her body a bit, she peed. ‘Poonachi, 14how will you sleep if your bed is damp?’ the old woman asked as she hurriedly pulled the kid out. But once she was out, Poonachi circled the old woman’s legs, bleating plaintively; sucking on an ankle, she tried to feed.

         ‘Is your stomach troubling you, Poonachi?’ the old woman asked and picked up the kid. She went to the hut where the goats were tied up for the night. The nanny goat which had recently delivered her litter was lying on the ground, chewing the cud. The old woman roused her. Thinking that she was about to get something to eat, the goat stood up eagerly and tugged at the woman’s waist.

         As if they had been waiting for that moment, three kids came running and attacked the nanny goat’s udder. Two kids grabbed hold of a teat each. The third tried hard to push the others aside with its snout to also grab a teat. Their bodies trembled as they suckled fiercely. Holding Poonachi in her hand, the old woman didn’t know what to do. She thought of waking the old man. He had fallen into a deep slumber just moments earlier. Otherwise, given the din the kids were making, he would have got up by now and yelled at them.

         Forcefully pushing aside the kid who sat beside the nanny goat with the teat on the near side in its mouth, she brought Poonachi’s mouth closer. Poonachi’s nostrils must have sensed the odour of milk. Immediately, she tried to catch the teat in her mouth. Because the goat’s own kids had suckled on it, the teat had become swollen and was too big for Poonachi’s mouth. So she caught a tip between her lips and tugged at it. The milk tasted even better than 15when she had been suckled earlier that day, and Poonachi went at it avidly.

         She didn’t have the energy to butt the udder. The old woman didn’t release her hold either. Had Poonachi stood on the ground, the udder would have been beyond her reach. Just when she had wet her belly to some extent, the realisation that an infant’s tender mouth was pressed around her teat dawned on the goat. Kicking her legs, she changed her position. Even then, her kids pushed their heads at her udder and continued to suckle.

         ‘Oh, you caught on to her quickly, eh?’ the old woman said as she patted the goat on her head. Then, holding a hind leg of the goat with one hand, she let Poonachi, whom she was holding in her other hand, suckle the goat. The nanny goat knew the feeding style of her kids. She tried to protect her udder from the intruder by jumping and sliding around.
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