

[image: image]




[image: img]




First published in 2024 by Hachette India


(Registered name: Hachette Book Publishing India Pvt. Ltd)


An Hachette UK company


www.hachetteindia.com


[image: image]


This ebook published in 2024


Copyright © 2024 Kiran Manral


Kiran Manral asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.


Cover design and illustration by Sahitya Rani.


All rights reserved. No part of the publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system (including but not limited to computers, disks, external drives, electronic or digital devices, e-readers, websites), or transmitted in any form or by any means (including but not limited to cyclostyling, photocopying, docutech or other reprographic reproductions, mechanical, recording, electronic, digital versions) without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, or actual events or locales is purely coincidental.


Print ISBN 978-93-5731-816-7


Ebook ISBN 978-93-5731-449-7


Hachette Book Publishing India Pvt. Ltd


4th & 5th Floors, Corporate Centre,


Plot No. 94, Sector 44, Gurugram 122003, India


Originally typeset in ITC Galliard Pro 11/16


by R. Ajith Kumar, New Delhi




‘As if you were on fire from within.


The moon lives in the lining of your skin.’


– PABLO NERUDA




Prologue




‘Shall I come wearing the visage of a lost world? How shall I dress when descending into your clay?’


– RIYAZ LATIF





IN THE BEGINNING WAS THE INFERNO, THE BLAZE that lit up the heavens and seeded the hells. Gases collided, atoms danced, the void was set ablaze, and from nothing emerged something, fuelling the furnaces of the universe, the multiverses.


In the beginning, there was nothing and then there was everything: time, matter, space, atoms, molecules, vacuum, infinity. From nothing came everything, and everything would go back into nothingness. Before the beginning, when there was nothing, we were there. When there will be nothingness again, we will be there. In the spaces between the beginning and the end, there will be us. We are the eternals, the ones born of the void, the ones who will go back into the void, the ones who are the void. We are the emptiness from which everything began. An emptiness so vast and overreaching that all of humankind’s efforts have not yet begun to comprehend it.


We first emerged from the fires of creation, from the explosion that set the universes into motion. We rode on pieces of rock and debris hurtling through the void, we swirled in the distances between our suns, we cooled down, we heated up, we found hidden corners of the universe that would allow us to survive, between earth and mud. We were here. No one saw us, but we were here, scattered across the ethers, creatures of wind and air. A Petri dish on a planet.


From the stars came the stuff that germinated this planet. Us, born of fire, made of flame. We left no ash when we burnt. When the world was moulding itself, we were watching and waiting. We watched as creatures crawled out of the swamps, formed themselves from the mud, unformed themselves, formed again, were wiped out by the debris hurtling through a violent universe in its cradle. We have lived before, we will live again. We are everything that is unending and everything that will never begin. We are what was there, before the single cells formed in the primordial oceans. We are the life tied to this planet, life that found no form, no shape, that inhabits the rocks beneath the surface, that rides the zephyrs and nor’westerlies. We were smoke and ash, molten and fluid, with nothing to define us except perhaps the urge to be.


Our kind don’t die like humans, like animals, like plants; we keep forming over and over again, over thousands of years. We have seen Rodinia, Pannotia, Pangea, Gondwana. We are made of all that the earth brought together unto itself, before it spun into what it is today. We have seen the mother ocean, the beginning and end of all life in this part of the solar system. We have seen continents take birth, break away, boundaries between land and sea erase and grow again. We have seen all the earths and all the worlds and all that lies between the two, all that humankind cannot see, cannot ken. Not yet. We were created by the one who created it all, only he can destroy us. We are indestructible. We are forever and ever. We walk amongst humans, we can take their form without the flesh, with their flesh, and sometimes we take over them. And then we never let them die, because their death would be the end of us in flesh too. But die they must, and we must live on. That is our curse and blessing.




Noor




‘There are darknesses in life and there are lights, and you are one of the lights, the light of all lights.’


– BRAM STOKER, Dracula





I WOULD RUN AWAY, YET AGAIN, TONIGHT. THE whispers had begun, soft susurrations on the edge of my consciousness now, soon they would grow into a roar in my head, dinning out every thought. They were warning me, they who were watching out for me, those of my kind whom I had forsaken to become this creature neither human nor divine. No longer angel and far from human. Run now, Noor, they told me, whispering gentle warnings, tiptoeing first into my dreams, apologetic and hesitant, then breaking down doors to storm into my waking thoughts: they are coming for you, the hounds of hell will be released yet again, and they will hunt you down. My brothers and sisters, who were the unfallen, who watched out for me, whom I had abandoned in my insanity to taste what being human meant.


Mankind didn’t know what it was tampering with when it began digging down to the centre of the earth, from the bed of the ocean, in Russia, in Qatar, in Oklahoma, in Canada, in Bavaria, in Mexico. Man wanted to open up the earth, for they knew more about space than about what lay within the planet they lived on the surface of. Humans should have known, should have heeded the cries of the damned that echoed through the miles of rock, begging to be let out, back on to the surface, breaching the Moho, the last delineated barriers between mankind and the damned, barriers that the volcanoes had already erased wherever they erupted. They were just making it easier for them to emerge through the thousands of miles of rock and crust; it took them no effort when they found one, they slithered out in seconds and covered thousands of kilometres on the surface in one short run. I knew, we knew, we ran away from them. No matter how many tunnels one closed up, they found new pathways drilled into the earth that led straight to hell. All the levels of hell. And from them emerged the hounds, drooling and slavering, sniffing down the surface for traces of the fragrance of roses that always emanated from me, driven by their charioteer, the one whose name would never be mentioned for fear of summoning him. From these holes in the earth emerged the evil that should be confined within, they had no route to emerge on to the surface.


The hounds of hell, they had no mercy, there was no pleading my case with them. To look them in the eye was to die instantly if you were human, and it was a mercy to die instantly if you were human. They could suck your soul out through your eyes if you locked gazes with them, blasting holes into your ocular sockets as they devoured the only thing precious about you – your soul. If you could see them with the human eye, they would shock you into senselessness. I could see them as they were. They had a hundred heads, each with slobbering jaws, dripping acidic drool that etched grooves in the earth as they strode it, each jaw with rows of sharp fangs ready to rip flesh from a soul. The one who commanded them did not care about the human destruction left in their wake. Humans were but collateral damage when it came to collecting fallen angels. I was one. They had my scent, they would sniff me down from the four corners of the earth, no matter where I hid, unless I managed to throw them off my scent. I could not camouflage it, I was fragrant like a thousand roses, a fragrance that heralded my coming, a fragrance that trailed as I walked away. It was a fragrance that humans were confounded by, humans lost judgement and coherence when too close to me. I could tempt them to do what I chose at that particular moment, whether to feed me or to consort with me.


They were simply doing what they had been tasked with, having been commanded to drag me to the netherworlds. A fallen angel could not be allowed to roam the earth for so many years – I had lost count of how many centuries it had been, millennia from the time of my descent. One loses track of time when one has lived so long in undying flesh. I had escaped them each time they came, every few years or a few months, or whenever it was that they remembered I was still on the loose, a fallen angel who could only be permitted to be a demon, never allowed to be a human, never ever allowed to forget that she could never be human.


When I first fell, I fell into the land where the Tigris joined the Euphrates, where all was golden, crops swayed in the fields, rivers fed the lands, and cities were ruled by benevolence and grace. I would never rise into the light again. I was there when the great king had his code engraved on the tablets that modern man had yet to fully comprehend. I lived in the house of a merchant who had taken a fancy to me much to the despair of his many wives. I outlived him and then moved to the palace as handmaiden to the noblewomen, then to the temple as a sacred consort, and then, as the generations moved on and I stayed unchanged, moving to another temple in another city as a high priestess.


I kept moving. I had done it all, all that I had been sent to keep humans away from, to warn them about, to keep them on the path of virtuousness. I had succumbed to the temptations of the flesh, of the carnal, of the vicissitudes of emotions. I had wanted to know joy and sorrow, bliss and pain. I had sunk into the sin I had been sent to warn the people about. I was there when legendary armies pillaged and sacked the cities, driving the people into despair and ruin. I fled from the devastation on feet that were slow and human, fled to the east. I had walked the surface for centuries, through high mountains and arid land where the sun was relentless and the cold scathing, where men were scavengers, building homes in walls of stones covered with cloth, living off the shrubs that grew around, raising their own livestock, drinking the clear water of streams and breathing the crisp clear air of the high mountains. As I fled to safe havens, the others of my kind fled too, scattering to the four winds, fleeing from that which pursued them, pursued me, rising from the bowels of the earth ever so often, through the tunnels to hell, these abominations invisible to humans. Visible only to those they hunted, their horror was punishment enough for daring to want immortality and the flesh. I fled again, hoping that the further I went the more difficult it would be to track my scent. But distances mattered nothing to the hounds. They just began emerging through hell-holes closer to where I was; the ground sank into broiling magma and they slithered out, sniffing the breeze for me, for the others like me who had fallen, still fleeing them. How many had they collected yet, how many of us had managed to escape, how many more had fallen, I didn’t know. I was alone, and tired, and terrified. My light was fading more and more as time passed by.


It was messy and tiresome, the demands and limitations of this human body. You had to eat, drink, urinate and defecate. You were subsumed by the extremes of temperature, the flesh rebelled against the heat, it shrivelled against the cold. When it was time to run, I cursed these feet, no matter how quick I was in human terms, I was limited by how fast my legs could carry me. This is what I’d chosen when I had dropped from light into flesh, forsaking the ethereal for the corporeal, choosing flesh and blood of the human body, its joys, its pains, its desires, its pleasures. But not its fear of death. I could not die. I would not die. Death was not a privilege allowed to us who chose to fall. I would spend eternity in the hell they put me in.


I was still glorious if I chose to unfurl myself in my full radiance, but where on this earth could I dare do that without a human chancing to see me; humans were everywhere on the surface, wherever one looked. Even in places where you thought you wouldn’t see a human for miles, one would suddenly emerge – a traveller, an explorer, a journeyman – and they would carry the tale of the woman who unfurled her light for miles in the midst of darkness wherever they went. The ones they told it to, they would hunt you and try to destroy you. It unsettled humans, a glory they could not explain, match or control. At first, they would worship you, then when the pleasures of worship paled, they would try to pull you down, either with words or actions, to their levels of ordinariness. When both worship and denigration didn’t satisfy them, they would try to destroy you.


Shining in a sack of coal got you picked out, I had learnt to dim my light on the surface. Sometimes, dangerous things picked you out, things that wanted to take your shine for their own, that sucked out all that made you radiant and ground it into their darkness where nothing redeemed them, not even shards of stolen light. My radiance was so bright it could blind the human eye. I had dimmed over the years, as fragments of my light dissipated into those I had taken the purest light from; the kernel of light that lay unawakened in most humans, coiled at the base of their spines. I had been created from light, of light, and wherever I went the darkness would be waiting to claim me as its own. So, I dimmed my light.


I was light within flesh, muscle and tissue covered with skin. I was light without the shadow, the one darkness had staked a claim on, when light had abandoned me. I abandoned the path of the light, even though it still shone through me, shimmering through my veins, skeins of moonlight glittering in a riverine estuary seen through my skin. But the light really hadn’t abandoned me, although I had chosen skin over light. That was the only explanation as to why the hounds hadn’t been able to drag me down to the hells. And that they did not know my true name. No one did, except the one who had named me. The name given to me when I had been created had cadences too complex for the mortal tongue, it came from a language not meant for mankind or demon to use, from the language of those who were of the light, from the light. I had no right to use it, now that I had fallen from the light, but it still called me at times, a soft murmuring within my head that warned me, that told me I needed to run again, away from where they had tracked me down.


My light, silver and rippling, a blaze once, faint remnants of all that was still heavenly in me, a faint glimmer now compared to the brilliant radiance I used to be: but still too powerful for them to drag me against my will. But I was in human skin, and human skin was vulnerable, I was vulnerable, I felt pain, I felt fear, I felt all the things I didn’t when I had been just fire and light. Skin had weakened me. The hounds sensed that, they fed on fear, they leached the courage from one, easier to just give oneself up for the taking. How long can I keep running? As long as it takes, I told myself. As long as it takes.


Tonight, I would run again. They had emerged on the surface, I could sense that, the whispers in my ears had become screams. Their growling would burst through the skies, a sonic boom echoing through the ethers, shaking the window panes, rattling the roof. A howling only I would hear, sounds no human ear could. It would only be my blood that ran cold in these veins that criss-crossed my body. Only my eyes that would see the horror they were as they strode magnificently across the earth in huge bounding leaps that covered kilometres in a matter of minutes.


I had come here to this house, in this sleepy mofussil town in the Doaba, the patch of land fringed between two rivers, verdant and fertile, one bitterly cold night many years ago. I thrived where there was a confluence of waters, where waters enclosed land, I sought it out. The night I fell from the skies was black, and mournful voices were calling out the names of the dead, and the frost seeped into your veins, turning skin to ice, when to step out was to risk losing a limb. I was barefoot and bleeding, and had no idea why I had been dropped here in this lane, in this strange town, where the winters were cruel and the summers were worse. Of that night I don’t remember much. I don’t remember anything of where I had been before that night, of being chased down by the hounds. I remember trying to desperately flee the tent with the nomads in the vast outback of rugged mountains and bare land. They had kindly given me shelter and food. I had watched in despair as they were eviscerated into nothingness before my eyes, as the slavering jaws bent down to collect me. A flash of white light searing the skies and nothingness, and the falling, an infinite falling through layer after layer, piercing each with a rip that tore the invisible fabric dividing the various dimensions that separated all the worlds, landing with a thud on what seemed to be a road in an unfamiliar place, a road fringed with low homes in an unfamiliar town.


The homes were all barricaded against the icy cold, some had lights lit within. The wind sliced my skin with icy fingernails, piercing my unwrapped throat, stabbing my eardrums, freezing my thoughts. I was bleeding, and I had fallen from great heights, and I was running from what would still be chasing me, playing cat and mouse with me; the acrid, sulphurous stench of the hell they had come from in my nostrils as the portals between the worlds were still ripped open. I looked desperately for escape, for refuge. Ringing the doorbell, the voice came into my ears, a familiar voice, one that I knew I should know but my mind was blank at that moment, with no memories.


If you asked me now as to why I had picked that particular house of all the houses in the row of houses on the street, I would be hard pressed to answer. Perhaps it was because theirs was the only house down the length of the street with all lights on and the curtains not drawn to keep the casual stroller down the street from peering in. The people within, they waited for the doorbell to ring, for someone to need them as much as they needed someone. As I dragged myself down the street, shivering in the inadequate clothes I had on, the blood freezing in my open wounds, I sensed an unquestioning welcome awaiting me here.


I pushed open the gate, my breathing heavy and laboured. The hinge creaked, alerting those within that someone had entered. Perhaps that was why the creaking hinge hadn’t been oiled, the creak was necessary, the creak was the sentinel. If there were dogs, they did not bark. A light came on above the door, lighting up the porch, and the door was thrown open without the precaution of a safety chain. An elderly lady stood there, looking me over. She wore a bulky hand-knitted fraying sweater, thick woollen socks under her moccasins, her hands tucked into the pockets of the sweater, a muffler wrapped around her face and neck. Within this packaging, her face was tiny, crumpled and curious.


‘Who are you?’ she asked. She seemed unperturbed to find a young woman on her porch, bleeding from gashes all over her body, barefoot and bedraggled, clad in clothes completely inadequate for the weather.


‘Help me,’ I pleaded in a voice too exhausted for coherence.


She beckoned me closer with a gesture as imperious as it was graceful. An unbidden thought came to my mind, through the chill and the pain, perhaps she had been a dancer when she was younger, her muscle memory still retained the grace and economy of movement. As I came into the circumference of the yellow light spilled by the bulb, she caught a glimpse of the wounds on me, gasped and called for her husband.


‘Sunoji,’ she called, her voice redolent with the unmistakeable tone of command that had the Sunoji from within scurry out hastily, wrapping a shawl around himself, bracing for the cold that would inevitably hit him when he stepped out onto the porch. He was a kindly man too, that I could see. His eyes were warm and gentle. He had once worn a turban, I knew, and he had given it up when he had married this woman. She had come across the Radcliffe Line, a young girl, buried beneath corpses in a train full of carnage, someone she didn’t know had grabbed her when the mobs were butchering her family and fled to the railway station, stowing her under a seat. She had sat there terrified as mobs stormed the train compartment and butchered all those within, sparing no one, failing to notice her huddled, shivering between dead feet, sitting soaked in the blood of those killed. She had grown up an orphan, taken in by a kindly home. They had married each other for love. They had lived together all these years with love, they had raised children and they had created a home with love.


What I needed now to heal me, to keep me safe, was a house that had been lived in with love. I could feel my light struggling to emerge, to reach out to the love that enveloped them, to draw from it, to seek the strength it needed, I needed. I would be safe here, the voice in my head told me, that strangely familiar voice that was looking out for me when everyone, even my kind, had withdrawn in fear. I put my hand out and she held it. The silvery threads reconnected, after all those years. I had met her before, in another life, in another skin, from another time, when I had been travelling through mountains bare and stark, hostile and treacherous, I had walked across rivers of ice and valleys of stone and soil, I found shelter where I could, and I had walked, walked and walked. She started, and peered at my face curiously.


‘Who are you?’ she asked. ‘Why do I feel I know you?’ I had lived so many lives now, had so many lovers, touched so many lives, that I would never know when I met them again in new skin. They would know me though, they would feel the light in me reaching out to the light I’d left behind in them as I’d taken what I’d wanted from them.


I fell to the ground in a dead faint. I didn’t know what happened after that, but I know they took me in, tended to my wounds, nourished me back to health. It took weeks before I could stand again, before my wounds healed. They never asked me what had compelled me to step out on that freezing night. They didn’t know what it was that I had been fleeing from that night, and why I’d knocked on their door. I never did tell them, it would terrify them, that what had chased me could return sometime, anytime, and take them as well as me. They didn’t ask me where I came from and when I planned to leave, what my name was, who my parents were. And so, I stayed on in their home, like a guest who had overstayed her welcome, becoming day by day part of the household, filling up their need for a living creature to alleviate their loneliness, like one took in a stray to care for, and in return be needed. I was safe for a while, a few days, a few weeks, a few months I didn’t know. She grew fond of me, the waif who had landed up on her doorstep, in the thick of the darkest days of winter, when even ghosts refused to wander the streets and breaths congealed into ice before one could even exhale. She called me Noor, after the child she had been and lost before she became the woman she was. She had a new name now, she gifted me her old one, the one that had been discarded when she was torn from her family in the melee of the Partition of these countries.


I was Noor now. I was light. She didn’t know that when she gave me her name, the name she had abandoned, she had given me a new power. She had named me for the light I was.


When the susurrations began that night, I was ready. The fire rose up the walls of their room and engulfed them in a quick searing embrace before they could wake and register what was happening. I was humane with those I chose to sacrifice, sacrificing only those who were ready to go; if there was no one around who needed to end, I ran. I may have fallen but I was of the light. I first made sure they slept, never to wake, thanks to a generous meal I had cooked, served piping hot from the stove, ladled with ghee and crushed sedatives, sedatives I had carefully sourced from the lady’s own stash of sleeping pills. She couldn’t sleep without them, the pain was excruciating, it was a matter of months now. The man had been more prosaic, if he had any unfulfilled desires of his youth, he had tucked them away in the grind of providing for the woman he had married, the children they had birthed. She had clumps of cells rotting her body from within, she would be dead in a few months anyway, I knew, even if she had been diagnosed and they began treatment. He was already sliding into the blessed oblivion of forgetting, where he would soon forget everything, even his own name. Death was inevitable. I only hastened it. They would have faced the wrath of what chased me had they lived, had they faced what no human should have to face. I was doing them a kindness, I told myself. I was ending them when they were still happy. I stroked their heads as the fumes asphyxiated them and drew their energy into me, diminished energy, but enough to get me some more time in this skin before I needed more light.


Her thoughts, as she died, were still confused. ‘Noor,’ she whimpered. ‘It was always you, wasn’t it, the one who put me on the train? How can it be? How can you still be the same after all these years?’ That had been a different life, a different me. She remembered. I had all but forgotten.


I smiled. Of course, it was me, I had plucked her from the carnage of her home and family, and fled with her to the railway station where I put her on the train, bidding her to hide beneath the seat until they reached. I always came back to those who had touched me. She owed me her life, and I was here to take hers, that was how it worked. I was led to them by the skeins that connected us, I just needed to follow the silvery lead, etheric and unseen to the mortal eye. Their fate was sealed when their skin touched mine, even in passing, even if they didn’t realize it back then.


It had burnt down perfectly, old and crumbling as it was, brick, mortar and wood, almost like divine providence was guiding the lick, flare and spread of the flames. I left the house from the main door, giving it time till I reached a fair distance away, before I allowed the flames to rip through all the rooms unfettered. The blaze lit up the night. I grabbed the bag I had packed earlier with all the money and valuables I could find in the house and a few clothes for good measure. I ran down the road, the cover of darkness my cloak, the bus waiting for me at the bus stand, the driver unquestioning, the conductor unquestioning, like they had been expecting me. Perhaps they had. I would disembark from this bus where it ended and take another one, disembark where it ended and find myself shelter. This is what I did, this is how I survived in this world which wasn’t meant for me, me in the skin. Skin which was so different from the light.


Those sleeping within had no chance, they would say later. There were two charred bodies found when the flames had been doused, they wondered why they didn’t find a third body, mine. I was too far to be tracked down by the time the ashes were cold and they began sifting through the debris. No survivors. One missing person. That was if anyone remembered me and noticed I was missing. I made sure to erase myself from most memories. If asked to describe me, they would find it difficult to put the details together to make an image of me. I had never been photographed, I can never be photographed. No one would notice me unless I wanted them to notice me, and no one would remember me unless I wanted them to remember me, and now, in this time, in this place, I had wanted to slip through unnoticed, unremembered, a wraith on the fringe of peripheral memory, a gust of breeze that blew past their lives, ruffling nothing but their thoughts on the surface of their consciousness. I was the woman without a shadow, the woman within whom light shone through unhindered, I was the woman darkness chased to make her its own. I had once been an angel, made of light. I had fallen, I was that abomination, neither divine nor demonic, scuttling to find shelter in a world that had given her skin but not protection.


It was the fag end of a hot scorcher of a summer, things burnt easily in summer, bone dry and a tinder-box, all it needed was a spark to set the flames roaring. Summer in this part of the world was a continuum of long, never-ending days, where the night peeked in, embarrassed to interrupt the communion between the earth and the sun, locked in a long, intimate embrace. Autumn, which would follow, kissing everything red and orange, was the glorious retreat of summer, the Northern hemisphere whispering goodbye to the lingering sun, while the South opened itself up to being taken by it, the darkness of lengthening night, minute by minute, day by day, reclaiming dominion, cold north winds sweeping in from the vast expanses of the Siberian tundra, across the arid stretch of the Tibetan plateau to where the Himalayas stood sentinel between their freezing grasp and us, sneaking in fingers of ice through the gaps between rock and air. I had always loved winter. The cold, the sleet, the dreariness, the grey skies, the grey days that shifted imperceptibly into nights so black that even our shadows deserted us, when the stars were hidden by the fog and mist that swirled above the streets, making the street lamps pale and indistinct blurs, hiding sidewalks and cloaking homes, making the ordinary mysterious.


I would leave, only to begin all over again. It was unending, the lives I would live and the lives I would end, to live the lives I needed to live.




Rani




‘Here is the world. Beautiful and terrible things will happen. Don’t be afraid.’


– FREDERICK BUECHNER





I HAVE BEEN MARRIED THIRTY YEARS TODAY. THIRTY years too little. Thirty years too much. It all depended on how you looked at it. Some days I was grateful I was here, safe within the four walls of a home, still alive, still breathing. On other days, the infinite what-ifs of my life came back to haunt me: what if I had not gone where I had gone, what if I could have been a wife in the true sense of the term, what if I had a child or two and spent my life caring for them and raising them… What-if was a path I tried not to go down too often. My life had taken a detour years ago, and I no longer knew or wanted to know where that path would have taken me. I had once traversed it on a daily basis when I had been newly married. What-ifs were a dead end. One turned around midway and returned to the here and now and what was and what is and what will be. I had travelled often enough on the ship of my ghost life, but I had never quite waved it goodbye from the shore.


Today was my thirtieth wedding anniversary and my husband had forgotten it – it would have worried me had he remembered! So lost was he in his own world, a world that I was no part of. He had other things, other people to occupy his mind. I didn’t blame him, it was all my fault. We didn’t celebrate anniversaries, we didn’t celebrate birthdays, we didn’t celebrate anything anymore. Perhaps the daily quotidian of staying alive to see a new dawn was celebration enough for us.


I was peripheral to him now, and perhaps that was how it was in most marriages, one partner existed as white noise in the other’s focus of attention. Sometimes I wondered if he even saw me anymore, or whether to him I was now just that cup of tea placed on the table, dinner heated up and served in casseroles on the dining table, the eggs fried just thus, sunny side up so the yolk runs golden, and the bread toasted hot and buttered fresh at the breakfast table as he reached out for it, his eyes on the newspaper. I did not mind the lack of attention and the lack of love it implied, for it kept me safe. His attention and love would get me punished, a punishment that would involve pain and suffering of the kind that would not show on my body but agonize me into madness, welters within my body, unseen to the world, a shrapnel of pain searing my head. I had all the attention I didn’t want, every second of the day, for days on end, until it left me. It. He. Him. Majnu. That which must not be named. That for which I had no name. That which had claimed me for its own and would never relinquish me.


I was what was called the possessed. What had possessed me was an entity I could not define. He was smoke and fire, air and ash. He stayed with me every second he chose to and disappeared for days, weeks, months on end, precious stretches of time I could be free only to brace myself for his inevitable return. A lover no one could see. A lover only I could feel, hear, sense, touch and never ever hope to escape. A lover so insanely jealous that a kind word from my husband would have him flagellate me until it felt that the skin on my back had split open and was bleeding all over the floor. But there would be nothing to see, nothing to touch, everything was as it should be, smooth-skinned, even. How do you ask for help when there are no signs of what afflicts you to show? Who would believe you? Would they not call you mad and incarcerate you in an asylum? Perhaps that was what I was, insane, totally insane, cloaked beneath the externality of bourgeois respectability.


Rani, this is what it is, I reminded myself over and over, in the times when I had my mind back to myself. You, who were so steeped in misplaced pride in yourself, now have nothing, absolutely nothing to lean on. It has all been taken from you, stripped away after a moment’s unseemly rage. And now you live trapped in a marriage that is a straitjacket, trapped as the plaything of something that has taken you over for years and years. What use was your pride to you, except to earn you the wrath of those who felt threatened by it, by their own inadequacy in the face of it? But I was greedy for life and the hope that someday I would be free of it. Some days, when I was free of it, my hand would reach out to the kitchen knife, the sharp one I took for the meat, and I would sit at the dining table and contemplate the veins of my wrists, knowing I needed to slice them diagonally, and fail to put the knife to them. The professor’s sleeping pills were at the side of the bed, a bottle I picked up when I dusted the side table and kept back, afraid that if I held it for a moment longer, I would be tempted to empty the contents into my mouth. The poison we used for the rats lay under the kitchen sink; it would be a moment’s work to drink it all up. But I resisted. What if I would never be free of it even after death, what if death would just mean being bound to it for eternity? The cat purred, his coat as black as night, as he wove his way against my legs and down the stairs to the basement where he lived. His saucer was empty of milk, I’d barely just put it out. I was responsible for it, I had to live.


The harpies of my youth, those who sat wrapped in shawls on the string charpais in the courtyards of their homes soaking in the sun on winter afternoons, their moustached lips quivering in condemnation as I passed their doors, had marked me with their beady eyes. Nothing good will ever come of that girl, they said to each other in tones not so low that I would not hear, she will bring disgrace and ruin upon her family with her wantonness. Being wanton meant not wanting to shrink, I did not want to shrink. I revelled in the attention I got. Little did I know it was dangerous, attention was good and bad, and the bad often outweighed the good.


Their words, like all unkind words uttered to pierce the heart, reached my mother’s ears, they came to her through the filtered reiterations of unfounded gossip, and brought tears to her eyes. Don’t shine too much, she told me, your youth and beauty are not the gift you think they are, they are a curse. Dim your light, wear muted colours, tie up your hair, get the stitches of your kameez taken out so they don’t quite cling to your body, cover your chest with your dupatta, a woman’s modesty is in covering her bosom with as much cloth as she can. She had over the years, shrunk into herself, first when she got married and then as each child emerged out of her, sucking out her essence, until there was nothing left of her, except a shell and the fierceness of maternal love that kept her going.


I was disdainful of the harpies then, I told myself then that they were jealous of what I had and what they had long lost. Now I knew better. They had not been jealous, they had merely been prescient, warning me to not attract attention, to not flaunt my beauty, my youth. They had been beautiful, vain and proud too in their youth, before time had raked his claws through them all, humbling the beautiful and bestowing grace upon the ugly.


Attention attracted evil. Evil brought doom. These were all old wives’ tales, concocted to keep disobedient young women in line. Nothing would happen to me, I was young, I was strong, I was God’s chosen child, the sun laughed upon me, the moon blessed me, I shone. Nothing could touch me. It was the hubris of youth, the illusion of infallibility. We all have it, the ones who are blessed to emerge from the finest mould that the creator had made, like I had. I was blessed with what the Gods had gifted me, a lissom body, a complexion that was milk and cream, features so sharp they could slice an approaching palm, eyes shaped like almonds, deep and haunting, lips pink, full and enticing. I had taken the best of both my parents and made it my own. I was the chosen one.


And then I called evil upon myself. It began with a bracelet at Bilkis Bi’s stall, the old crone who sat with her trinkets spread on a makeshift stall, just outside the steps of the old marketplace. I had wanted a bracelet of green stone from her stall. Jade, I told myself, carved jade, but then rationalized that it couldn’t have been the real stone, not here in this little stall. It would be worth nothing, she would be happy to rid herself of it, I thought, but it was precious to her. She told me it was not meant for me, not for sale. The ends were two dragons roaring flames into each other’s mouths, and where the light caught their carved scales, the surface shimmered like molten metal. Golden inserts punctuated their bodies. It was old, I could feel the weight of the years on it, infusing it with the strength of time that had seeped into it.


I put it on my wrist, fascinated by the green against my pale skin, the luminescent veins running through it sparkling in the light of the dropping sun. It then spoke to me, calling my name in a voice so soft and silvery I thought I was imagining it. This was mine, it had to be mine, it was claiming me for itself. I could feel it tightening its grip around my wrist, closing in, welding itself to my skin, with a rough dry heat that seared flesh, making it crackle. The crone suddenly noticed I had put it on. She gasped, a rough garbled cussing in a language I could not comprehend, and grabbed my wrist, pulling it off with a rough strength I would not have thought she possessed. Her hands felt like the inside of a tandoor, searing hot, scarring skin to a crisp.


‘That’s not meant for you,’ she had said, taking it off and tucking it carefully into a pocket concealed in the voluminous folds of her petticoat. ‘Take anything else that you want. I’ll give you a discount.’


‘But I want that one and nothing else,’ I had said petulantly with the arrogance of never having been refused anything I wanted from anyone all my life.


She shook her head in denial, her rheumy eyes narrowing as she looked at me, her face, wrinkled and shrivelled as it was, expressionless. She was assessing me. A red-hot rage boiled up inside me, rage I’d never quite learnt how to control. I lashed out and threw all the trinkets displayed on the trestle table down to the ground and kicked hard at the bamboo pole holding up the cloth shading her precarious stall. I regretted it the moment I’d done it, but what was done was done, and I was too immature to realize that there was immense power contained in a contrite apology. The precariously arranged stall collapsed instantly, scattering all her wares onto the grey brown mud on the unpaved ground. I watched, anger still red hot behind my eyeballs, as some of the trinkets got trampled underfoot by the passing crowd. Some stopped and cast a curious glance at what had happened and carried on unperturbed. Others stopped to help, because she was, after all, a familiar face on this pathway. The other stall owners left their wares unsupervised and rushed to help her.


I was the oldest of four daughters, I’d learnt early to be the chief of the pack and the pack now was the gang of four of us friends in our first-year degree college. Backing down and apologizing would have resulted in a loss of face in front of them, or so I’d thought then. I was barely seventeen. That moment of rage, unfounded as it was, had been my undoing, it had pushed my life on to a track far removed from what I had expected to live out.


‘You shouldn’t have done that, Rani,’ Rupinder told me ruefully. ‘It was not a nice thing to do.’ Such cutting censure coming from someone as gentle as Rupinder who never raised her voice, not even to scream in fear when a cow chased us down a road one strange morning with no provocation and none of us even wearing red.


‘You mind your own business,’ I had replied, turned away, uncaring of the censorious eyes of those passing by, branding me a harridan, some surely to carry the tales of this behaviour to my parents.


Rupinder was the kind one in our gang of four, with her large watery eyes and visible downy moustache above her upper lip that she would not remove. She was the only one who would dare stand up to my rage and temper tantrums without getting fazed. She was also the only one I was really scared of, perhaps because she was the only one who wasn’t scared of me. She bent down and began helping the old lady gather all that I had scattered on the muddy ground, picking up the amulets with reverence, wiping them with her dupatta, uncaring of the mud dirtying it, and placing them gently on the trestle makeshift table the old crone had begun setting up again.


I turned back, the rage still bristling within me, and kicked it down again, hauling Rupinder up from the ground. ‘Let’s go,’ I remember saying to her, ‘Why are you wasting your time helping this old witch? Serves her right.’


The crone turned to me, taking in a deep long breath and then speaking in a voice that made me tremble with fear.


‘Your beauty and your pride will be your downfall,’ she intoned, standing in the midst of the debris, the whites of her eyes turning black as she looked at me for a long scary moment. ‘You will lose everything, including yourself.’ Around us everything was unchanged; the sun shone on the crowded path, the dappled light filtering through the tree canopy that fringed it, people walked past us, around us, the noises of the marketplace loud and raucous. I felt a chill settle over me, a sudden sensation of being dipped into a tub full of ice water on a winter morning, the thin frozen sheet on the surface cracking as I was dunked in.


Had I thrown a needless tantrum just for a bracelet that was probably just plastic? But it wasn’t. It was precious, I had deduced now, judging from how carefully she tucked it into her skirt, and how intricately it had been carved with dragons and inset with gold bands. Perhaps I wouldn’t have been able to afford it, and her not wanting to sell it to me was a face saver in disguise. The stall was almost set up again, a few trinkets remained scattered on the ground. A woman came up, her back towards me and bent low to pick up whatever trinkets remained on the ground. Her movements were gentle and deliberate, almost like a meditation. She glowed, she glowed like I had never seen any human being glow before, soft light flowed out of her in waves, her skin was veined with streaks of silver light that flashed iridescent for a brief second, a blink, before it turned normal again, making me wonder if I had imagined her like that, lit up from within, like the signboard at movie theatres.


Her voice, as she spoke with the crone, was mellow and refined, her accent and the language they spoke with each other alien to my ears. Another country, another time, another civilization, another time. I had never heard the language before. Perhaps she was from the same place the crone came from, a country far beyond the borders of ours, ringed by mountains and arid, rugged territory that was rife with conflict, weapons and bloodshed. She looked up at me, and in that instant, I lost all the misplaced pride I had in my appearance, for I had never seen a woman so exquisitely beautiful. I had the inexplicable urge to take her in my arms and smother her with kisses and to run my hands all over her body, an urge I had never ever felt before. I wrenched my eyes away and my breath caught in my throat. Her eyes were grey green pools of pain and darkness I wanted to drown in. Cat’s eyes, they were called cat’s eyes by unkind people who said nasty things about those who had light eyes. Her eyes changed colour even as I looked into them transfixed: green, grey, opaline, tourmaline, the sharp green of the jade of the bracelet, a dull pewter.


The crone took the bracelet out from her skirt pocket and gave it to the woman, she slid it on, and it tightened around her wrist, moulding itself to her skin. She saw my glance on the bracelet and sighed, smiling a smile that was milk and honey and all the desire I had never known or felt in all my years. It was hers, that is why the crone had not given it to me.


‘Did you want this?’ she said, putting her hand out, the bracelet glinting in the evening sun, lighting up the mysterious worlds within the jade’s translucency. I knew I could have it if she chose to give it to me. I took her hand without thinking, feeling a warmth flow into me from her body, the silver cocoon of light that seemed to be a living, pulsating thing around her enveloped me as well, drawing me into an embrace where nothing mattered: not the world, not the bracelet, not what anyone watching would think of me. There was only this strange desire to crush her lips with mine, suck at her breasts, lie on top of her like a man and take her, just take her.


There was something hypnotic about this woman, and it terrified me. I stood, rooted to the spot, unable to move, seeing my hand reaching out to hers and the light from her flowing into me, binding us together with a connection I could not break free from.


‘Noor, stop this wickedness right now this moment, she’s a child,’ the crone yelled, her tone imperious. She whacked us with her staff where our hands held, breaking the flow of the light. The cocoon of light withdrew itself and with it was gone the insanity that had suddenly overcome me like the sun dropping, behind a mountain range. We broke eye contact, her hand jerked away from mine – was there guilt in that sudden withdrawal of contact, of skin on skin? I came back to the here and now. We had been standing apart, my hand on her bracelet, for what seemed to be no longer than a fraction of a second, wondering if I had really felt that way about a woman or had I been imagining it. Was I suffering a sunstroke?


‘Noor.’ Her name echoed in my head. I said it out loud, tasting it on my tongue, the salty sweet musk of it.


She laughed and pouted back at the crone. ‘Why won’t you allow me some fun?’ she said. ‘It would be a lovely change.’


‘Not her, she’s a child, she still has to learn her lessons,’ the crone muttered and then muttered away some more in the language I did not understand. The spell was broken.


The sun was already slanting through the lower branches of the trees fringing the path to the marketplace, as dusk neared. We had been out all day, much after college had ended, wandering around aimlessly. Decent girls didn’t wander around, they went straight home after college ended. I was indecent, was it any wonder that the harpies called me disreputable, and tales of my supposed transgressions had spread far and wide? The boys followed me hoping to get lucky, no matter how much I scolded or insulted them.


The shadows we cast on the uneven, muddy ground had lengthened to eerie proportions. I looked at the four of us, standing against the rays of the setting sun, and at our shadows on the ground. I started in shock. There were four of us, but only two shadows. Where Noor’s shadow should have been, there was only an orb of pulsating brightness, shifting shape, glowing, pale white, sparkling with iridescence. I realized I had thoughtlessly put my hand into the light that surrounded her to touch the bracelet. I looked disbelievingly at my hand, my wrist still glowed, a glow that faded as I looked on, almost radioactive in the dull light. Bilkis Bi absorbed the sunrays like a black hole, she had no light around her, nor did she cast any shadows. A chilling realization crept up my spine, and I walked away as quickly as my feet could take me, dragging a worried Rupinder behind me.


‘Let’s go home,’ she said. ‘You are not yourself today. You are behaving strangely.’


I didn’t know who or what I had become on that day. ‘Come quickly, let’s get away,’ I whispered to her. ‘There’s something quite not okay with these two.’


She followed me on reluctant feet, whispering back, ‘What is not okay? Tell me, tell me…’


I waited until we were a fair distance away and got ourselves some hot jalebis with milk. ‘They had no shadows, those two women, both the old lady and the young one who put the bracelet on her hand, Noor. The rays of the sun passed right through them.’


She blinked in disbelief. ‘How is that even possible?’


‘That’s what I saw,’ I told her. ‘They had no shadows.’


There was silence between us for the rest of the walk towards our homes. We did not know what to discuss about what we had just seen, discussing it would validate it. We had seen today a woman who glowed and a woman who had no shadow. Rupinder turned off where the lane leading to her home branched off from the main road, and I continued walking alone. The regular louts hanging around the by-lanes made their usual vulgar comments, weighing their chances of getting lucky if they followed me. It was only fear of my father that kept them away, I knew. Someday, when he retired from his position, they would have no fear. I hoped my sisters and I would be far away from this lane then. I lived further off, where the houses thinned, the lanes lengthened and darkness had already taken over the paths leading to what we called home, now a speck of light in the distance, the bulb outside the main door set into the wall of the bricked-up compound. Nights had begun falling early these days, summer had passed us by and winter was circling us, we were long past the equinox, the day the nights began to rule this hemisphere of the earth.
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