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CHAPTER 1

Year 2010

Kalasharam, Near Belgaum, Karnataka

Kalasharam village sprawled lazily along the highway, somewhere between Maharashtra and Karnataka, claimed and ignored by both. The signboard at the entrance was half in Marathi, half in Kannada, and nobody bothered to paint it properly. Buses sometimes stopped, sometimes didn’t. Lorries thundered past, raising clouds of dust that settled on everyone equally—devadasi, zamindar, landless labourer and different states immigrants who came in search of work. 

By the time the sun lifted itself over the scrub hills around Kalasharam, the temple bells had already rung twice, the milkman had finished his rounds, and Sati had shouted her daughter’s name at least four times.

“Paro! O Paro! Get up, girl, it’s already eight!”

A muffled groan came from under the thin and tattered bedsheet thrown over a mat in the corner. A bare foot kicked the air, and then flopped back down with exaggerated drama.

“Let me sleep, Amma,” came the reply, edged with the slow irritation of a teenager determined to fight the world from under cotton cloth. “It’s only... eight.”

“Only eight,” Sati muttered, adjusting the end of her faded green sari over her shoulder. “School bell is at nine. And I have to be at MGNREGA work by nine-thirty. You’ll go without eating if you don’t get up now, I swear on Yellamma.”

At the name of the goddess, the sheet shifted, but not enough for a face to appear.

“I hate that school,” Parvathi said. “Let me be. If I grow tall like you, who will stop me getting married to some nice driver in Hubli, ha?”

From the dark doorway, a rasping voice cut in.

“Nice driver,” her grandmother, Jogeshwari, snorted. “As if drivers are lining up at our door, carrying gold chains and mangalsutras.”

Jogeshwari– she liked to be called Mother by everyone, particularly by Parvathi–squatted near the stone hearth, blowing into the chulha to coax the flames. On the tava, the last of yesterday’s neer dosas was heating, edges crisping. A small aluminium vessel of rasam simmered, thin but fragrant with tamarind and coriander. Her silver hair was tied in a rough knot, held by a plastic clip that had lost half its teeth. Her eyes, though, were sharp and restless, darts of memory and calculation. Her husband’s cough was as normal as train’s coming and going in a far away station.
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