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For my father


and


all Malaysian Indians, wherever they may be










Point of fact.


Batu Tujuh does not exist in Malaysia or anywhere else.










The Old Woman and the Writer


Kuala Lumpur, 2008


Inside the big house all was dark, save the storeroom, where bluish-white light from a streetlamp shone in through a high, uncurtained window. Huddled under a thin blanket on her bench-bed Marimuthu Mami stared at the square of light on the cement floor. Dawn. And she had not slept a wink.


Yesterday, she had stood behind the net curtains in the living room and watched the girl park her car outside the gates. Well, she was not exactly a girl, but she wore denim and to Marimuthu Mami, who was ninety-two years of age, anyone in denim had to be young. The wind – it was the monsoon season – blew the girl’s flimsy umbrella inside out and she had run up the paved driveway in the rain. She was propping the ruined umbrella against the wall of the porch when Marimuthu Mami arrived at the door.


Normally, the old lady was not allowed to open the grille gates, for the city had become overrun with illegal Indonesian immigrants who robbed and stole even in broad daylight. However, flash floods had delayed her daughter, and she had phoned through and given Marimuthu Mami permission to open the gates.


The girl occupied the edge of a rattan armchair. It then transpired that she was a writer who wanted her host’s life story.


Marimuthu Mami blinked. Hers!


The author construed this to be unwillingness. ‘I’ll pay, of course,’ she put in quickly, mentioning a fair sum. But when the silence looked like it would prevail, she added that she knew Marimuthu Mami had led the sheltered life of traditional wife and mother, and that there would be neither sordid secrets nor lurid exposés. She leaned forward. ‘What I’m really after is stuff about the Japanese occupation of Malaya. You know, what it was like for you and your friends. I won’t even use your name if you don’t want me to,’ she promised. ‘In fact, I’ll disguise you so well that no one will recognise you.’


Marimuthu Mami stared at the girl.


‘Or perhaps you could just talk about the community in general? It’s only for collaboration purposes,’ she insisted, but she was becoming unsure of her mission.


Still, Marimuthu Mami did not speak. She couldn’t. Lurking in the folds of her sari were her tightly clenched hands. Speak about the past, here, in her daughter’s home? After she had finally mastered the art of forgetting things. Now she even had to keep a book to know if she had taken her medication. Sometimes she wandered into the kitchen with the intention of eating only to have her daughter kindly remind her, ‘But you have just eaten.’ Ah yes, of course.


And recently, she awakened completely lost, unable even to recollect who or where she was. The first time it happened she had cried out with fear, bringing both her daughter and son-in-law to her side.


The sight of them brought back the knowledge that she lived with them here in their house. ‘Yes, yes, of course,’ she assured their concerned faces. ‘I now remember you both.’ But they took her to the doctor. Everything was all right with the old woman, he told them. However, he recommended crosswords to improve her memory.


So her son-in-law gave her the New Straits Times opened to the crossword page and told her that no one need grow old at all. Ancient rishis had left the observation that human beings age only because they see others grow old. She sat docile – she had watched him grow old.


‘Try to remember,’ he encouraged. ‘The past might be more difficult, so just start with what you did yesterday.’


If only he knew. About the past, how deeply rooted it was in her chest, how mighty its trunk and branches. How shocked he would be to know that she remembered all of it, every precious detail. They thought the past was dead because she never talked about it, not even when there was that whole commotion about Japanese war crimes on TV.


The girl leaned further forward, earnest, pleading. ‘I don’t mean for you to gossip about the other mamis or anything.’


Mamis? And just like that, there they were. All of them. Resurrected, the women who arrived under black umbrellas to while away those long, hot afternoons so long ago.


The girl opened her handbag and took out a packet. ‘You don’t have to give me an answer now, but if you do decide to help you will need these,’ she said, and placed the tapes on the coffee table. Smiling, she stood and turned to leave. Then she seemed to hesitate. When she turned back to face Marimuthu Mami, she was no longer the haplessly perching girl, pretending to be on the lookout for unimportant scraps of information. This woman had seen treasure and she wanted it.


‘At least talk about the big cobra.’


Marimuthu Mami found she had to look away from the greed shining in her guest’s eyes. She said goodbye, locked the grille gates, and sat down in the slowly darkening room to wait for her daughter’s return.


The phone rang. Her daughter’s voice was anxious. ‘Did the woman come? Has she gone? Have you locked up? You sound strange. Are you all right?’ Marimuthu Mami assured her that everything was fine and resumed her seat. When her daughter eventually arrived home, she would surely scold, ‘You’re not sitting in the dark again, are you?’ But perhaps, today, just today, she would pity her poor old mother and touch her arm lightly, momentarily. Her daughter didn’t like to touch or be touched.


 


The morning air was cold and Marimuthu Mami shivered. Her wish now was not to rake up the past, but to die peacefully, without troubling anyone. She stretched, slowly, carefully. Joint by joint, for they were stiffest first thing in the morning. She sat up and manoeuvred her feet so they did not touch the ground, but slipped neatly into a pair of rubber slippers. The cold breath of the earth was not good for anyone, let alone aged bones. The streetlamp went off. Through the window the banana leaves were flat shapes against the lightening sky, waving gently at her. She had planted those trees herself.


Upstairs, she could hear her son-in-law already about his business. It was time she too was up. She began the first of her shuffling steps of the day, then stopped. Her poor old bones . . . and she began to wish for her bed, perhaps with a freshly prepared hot-water bottle and another blanket from the cupboard under the stairs. But even that seemed too much trouble. She lay back down, and even before she had pulled the blanket over herself she began to dream.


She had put her Japanese umbrella into a plastic bag and boldly, without permission, was opening the front door and going out. Outside her daughter’s house ran not a street and houses opposite but a vast field, and there, to her amazement, were thousands of women of all shapes, sizes and colours. And each carried a Japanese umbrella! It had never occurred to her that there could be so many, or that they would be so proud of their umbrellas. Some were even twirling theirs flirtatiously like geishas. And suddenly she too, was no longer ashamed of hers. For the first time ever she unfurled it in public. Let all see its beautiful cherry-blossom design.


And she thought it had been a good life; she would do it all again. Why should she deny any of it? How surprised the young journalist would be to know that she had not always lived like a mouse in a storeroom. That once she had been the mistress of a many-windowed house, the glass, hundreds of them, flashing, like the facets of a precious jewel. And she remembered again the men who had loved her, and touched her mouth; wrinkled, so wrinkled. ‘Love, oh, love!’ But, she had forgotten nothing.


And the memories came flooding in.










A Snake in the House of Marriage


Vathiry, North Ceylon, 1916


It was a small space, half of which had been temporarily curtained off with a thin blanket. On one side two men sat cross-legged and smoked in silence. The old priest was well fed, but the other was skin and bone, which was surprising considering he’d hardly done a day’s work in his life. He preferred to sit at a nearby roadside stall drinking tea with the other layabouts of the village while his wife toiled their plot.


Neatly laid out on the mud floor in front of the head priest was an imported pocket watch in a felt box, a well-thumbed almanac, and a brown exercise book. Once or twice the woman behind the curtain called out to her God, ‘Muruga, Muruga.’ The priest turned his head towards the muffled sound, but the man beside him took no notice. These were women’s concerns, and anyway, the woman was an old hand at this. Already she had given birth to five sons, and one or two – he had forgotten now which ones – had even fallen out of her onto the land as she moved upon it.


‘It’s almost over,’ crooned the midwife, and reaching for the lime on the wooden block, set it on the beaten mud floor with a slight push. It rolled from under the blanket towards the men, to tell them that the baby’s head was out. Immediately both men turned to the priest’s beautiful watch. Opening his exercise book at a blank page, the priest noted down the exact time 4.35 p.m. In the business of casting horoscopes, a mistake four minutes either way could render the entire reading useless. Consulting his almanac, he began making meticulous calculations while the man waited for the first cry.


But it was slow to come, and he displayed his first sign of apprehension that evening: he stopped smoking and, like a turtle, extended his thin brown neck out towards the curtain and remained motionless thus. Until it came: a sweet squeal, surprisingly full of hope like the joyful sound of water running over a dry riverbed.


A girl, he thought in wonder, even before the midwife’s coarse voice announced it and the infant began to cry properly. Quickly, to conceal his joy, for he had secretly hoped, he covered the tray of rock sugar that he would have offered the priest if the baby had been a boy, and held out the tray of palm sugar instead. Immersed in his sums, the priest distractedly pushed the offering into his mouth and without lifting his head carried on with his calculations.


The man took up his cigarette calmly, but inside his chest his heart felt as if it was melting. He did not think of how he would feed yet another mouth on their meagre income. Instead, he pleased himself with delightful images of bows on double plaits, glass bangles, and coy smiles. But the priest muttering ‘Sudden and immense wealth’ caused the man’s head to swivel around suddenly, his eyes shining and open to full. The priest, though, was frowning at his notes.


‘What’s wrong?’ asked the father.


The priest shook his head and here and there redid his maths while the father scratched the back of his shoulder, sucked at his teeth audibly, and tapped his fingers on the mud floor impatiently.


Finally, the priest put his pen down. With a sigh, for he hated giving bad news, he raised his head and in his slow, ponderous way explained, ‘It would appear that the child is destined to marry a man of truly immense wealth. However, two inauspicious planets, Rahu, the head of the snake, and Kethu, its tail, are situated in her House of Marriage.’ He rubbed his chin. ‘This means the snake in its entirety sits in her Marriage House. Therefore the subject’s marriage will be a disaster.’ His eyes slid away as he said the next bit. ‘There might also be “disturbances” from other men.’


This was the worst news possible. What was a girl meant to do in life but be happily married? And ‘disturbances’, what was the man implying? How was any father supposed to hold his head up at this? But the father, idle yes, but nobody’s fool, did not appear crushed or in the least embarrassed. Instead, he contemplated the priest with narrowed eyes. Surely there must be a way to negate the malefic effects of the snake.


There was.


The priest suggested that the afflicted child pour milk over the head of a snake statue to appease it while praying to Pulliar, the Elephant God, who coiled subdued serpents about his body as bracelets and belts. If she did this diligently, with concentration and sincerity, all could be well.


‘And so she will. Daily,’ her father vowed.


After the midwife had tied her bundle and gone her way, and the priest to his temple across the road, the woman took down the blanket curtain and turned it into a hammock for her baby. She hung it with a rope from the middle beam of the house, and rocked it until sleep overcame her. When the man was sure she was properly asleep, he shuffled over on his buttocks to where his newborn hung. Holding up a lamp he removed her covering cloth, and gazed down at the child, naked but for her belly button bandage. Her milky mouth moved and her thin limbs flailed feebly to protest at the loss of warmth, but her nearly transparent eyelids did not lift. A thought struck him. Why, she would probably grow to be a great beauty if she was to win the heart of an immensely rich man. He grunted softly. Certainly nothing like her mother, then.


He threw a quick look at the shapeless figure sleeping on her side, her head resting on the flesh of her upper arm. Weariness made her snore, and the sound irritated him, but he thought it best to let her sleep. Very early tomorrow morning she’d better wash out the disagreeable stench of blood that seemed to have permeated the walls of his house.


He transferred his attention back to the infant, his eyes misting over. His treasure, without doubt the most precious thing he would ever possess. Perhaps she would be like his grandmother. He remembered a hag, but understood that she had once been a beauty of some repute. To his biased eyes the baby did seem to be the most beautiful creature in the world. Maybe he could take the dullest of his sons out of school and offer his services to the cowherd, old Vellaitham. That way, the girl would have her pot of milk every day. And she should begin her praying . . . just as soon as she knew how to hold her palms together. He would make sure of that.


He smiled dreamily. He would name her Parvathi, and just as Parvathi had won the heart of Lord Shiva with her unceasing years of sincere devotion and penance, so his daughter would appease the dreaded snake. With unhurried pleasure he tried to imagine all the priest could have meant by ‘immensely rich’: horsedrawn carriages with curtains at the windows, fine clothes, large tracts of land, a mansion in the city, servants at his beck and call . . . No, in fact he could hardly picture it, but any one of those things would do, really.


Adoringly, he ran a finger down the child’s thin hand; her skin was the silkiest thing his incurably lazy finger had ever known. Unaware of his touch or thoughts, the baby slept on peacefully. He recalled her first cry, nothing like the boys’, but fragile and also strangely full of longing. As if her soul already craved all that money. And quite suddenly, without any real warning, came the unworthy thought: if the child was destined to fall and break anyway, then at least let him prosper before that. And as a gust of cold wind will set melting sugar, that grasping thought hardened his heart, changing it for ever.


He snatched his finger away and, mouth pursed, he pulled the old cloth tightly around her body. He must melt down his wife’s gold nose ornaments and have them made into little bells for her ankles – that way he would always know where she was. He began to scowl; the door to his house had no bolt, and the house had no fence. He must instruct his sons to build one of those impenetrable walls made from mud and palm leaves. And the other thing he should do was to get the two older boys to cut down the tree that grew beside his house. No boy was climbing up it to spy on his treasure. Disturbances, bah!


And in the sunken eyes that glared down at the child, there remained not even a flicker of tenderness.










Leaving


Parvathi came awake to the smell of a storm brewing. She lay very still until she was sure that all were sound asleep, then she pushed aside her blanket and, sitting up in the pitch black, removed the bells from around her ankles. Holding them in her fist she deftly stepped over first her mother’s, then her father’s and finally her five brothers’ snoring forms. In the darkness her hand touched metal. In the entire village this almost barren hovel was the only one with a bolt on it. It gave way noiselessly. Her face, shaped like a betel-nut leaf, turned for a quick backward glance. All was still well.


She swung open the door and stood at the threshold. She was sixteen years old and she had never ventured unaccompanied beyond that bar of worn wood. Even now, when there was no one to see or scold, it did not occur to her to do so. Perhaps it was because she knew that her father’s love, unlike her mother’s, was brittle and would shatter with the first hint of disobedience. Or because she believed the myth her father had perpetuated: that there was nothing more important to a woman than her purity, and men (all lustful devils) would snatch it away at the first opportunity. Beyond that wooden bar, alone, protection was not guaranteed.


The sky flashed white, illuminating a shapeless blouse and long skirt – both faded to an indeterminate colour. Standing on the tips of her toes, she grasped the doorframe with one hand, straining her long slender neck and body forward, and extended the other hand as far as it would go. A curious age-old gesture, not that of a young girl trying to catch the first drops of rain, more of a graceful dancer stretching out to pull a lover into her quarters.


The sky lit up again, and a small blue stone in her left nostril glittered as she turned away from the stormclouds and looked to the ancient temple surrounded by coconut palms, their leaves helter-skelter in the wind. In the rain and white light it was simply spectacular.


The temple itself was a shabby thing, but it stood inside a rough enclosure of large upright stones that made it special and powerful. The largest was even believed to be one of the boulders that Hanuman, the Monkey God, had thrown into the sea so that Rama and his army could bridge the straits of India to Lanka. When the moon was full, the faithful from other villages came to touch these magic stones and pray for favours, but during the day children were taught to read the scriptures, write and count there.


Touching the stones reverently, her brothers went in. She did not. Her father thought it was enough for her to learn the alphabet by writing the letters into grains of rice thinly spread on a muram. Even so, those stones were not unfamiliar to her. From the time she was four, every day unless they were menstruating Parvathi and her mother took the thirty-one steps from their house towards them.


She stared at the old stones rendered momentarily white. She had never wanted to ask favours of them. Perhaps she was strange or fanciful, but she felt as if she alone understood that there was no grace to be had from their smooth, closed faces. Their smoothness was an illusion. They had not always been so; they had not rolled down mountainsides willingly. A giant monkey had dug his sharpened nails into them and wrenched them away from their mother’s womb. Now, they stood as orphans in exile.


She stood looking out at the wall of rain until she judged it almost time for her mother to awaken. Then she closed the door and went back to her place against the wall. She returned the bells to her ankles and lay down on her side facing her mother, listening to her even, familiar breathing. Parvathi knew she would never hear this again. Like the stones, she too would soon be in sad exile. Her bag was already tied and waiting in the corner of the small shack. This was the last time by the wall.


The thought was so large, so daunting, she had to put a fearful arm around her mother’s waist. For she was a simple girl who had spent her entire life in her father’s backyard alone, daydreaming her life away while her father, one by one, turned down all the local boys. Until four months ago, when the prophesied wealthy suitor finally appeared on the scene.


During negotiations Parvathi was sent out back where she sat with her ear at the door and eavesdropped on the marriage-broker describing the ‘boy’, a widower of forty-two. Apparently his wife, poor creature, had fallen prey to a mysterious tropical fever. That was, however, quickly glossed over, as there was another death he deemed to be of far more interest – that of the boy’s grandfather, whose wealth was the stuff of legends. So much so that, even incoherent with age and sickness, he lay on his deathbed unwilling or unable to part with his lands and gold, until his sons put a nugget of gold and soil into his mouth and held it closed to persuade his soul to leave. Parvathi sat back, astonished at the mean trick.


When again she returned to her post, the broker was describing how the prospective bridegroom had set sail for a distant land called Malaya and, true to the traditions set by his forefathers, he became so immensely rich in the new land that he earned the nickname Kasu (Money) Marimuthu. The marriage-broker’s voice rose dramatically. ‘Can you believe a man purchasing an island just to accommodate his peacocks?’


Parvathi’s eyes opened wide. An island full of dancing peacocks! What an incredible thing that must be! There was truly so much in the world she had no idea about, living within the tiny confines of her father’s house. But inside the little hut her father chuckled to show the broker that he too, was a man of the world and appreciated the exaggeration for what it was – a sign of good salesmanship. His mirth was interrupted by the broker asking to see the girl.


‘Sadly, my wife has taken her to visit a sick aunt,’ her father lied smoothly. ‘But haven’t you already in your possession the photograph I sent you? That was only taken three months ago.’


The city broker nodded quickly. ‘Yes, yes, of course I do, and she is indeed very beautiful, but it is customary for me to check these things out for myself. Some people cheat, you see. And then there is my reputation. Although personally, I could never see the point of cheating since the girl will either end up getting tortured by the mother-in-law, or worse still, will be sent home in utter disgrace. I’ve even heard of one or two who committed suicide while still at sea.’


Parvathi’s father nodded and smiled. A sheep couldn’t have been more placid. ‘Fortunately for my daughter and your reputation, I haven’t the intelligence to be unscrupulous. You can ask anybody, my daughter’s happiness is all to me. Her skin is my skin.’


A brief, displeased pause followed.


Finally, coldly: ‘When is the lady of the house back?’


‘I wish it was tomorrow, sir. It’s very hard for me to till the land and take care of the house without my wife. She said she would be back in two weeks, but you know what women are like when they get with their mothers. Every day I put my hands together to pray that she comes home sooner rather than later.’


The city broker searched the eyes of the dried-up peasant in front of him, but they gazed back unflinchingly. If the eyes betrayed the soul, then this man was as pure as he was ugly. Besides which, the broker had come to realise quite early in his career that God did sometimes entrust great beauty in the care of plain folk. No man could be this poor and sly.


Since it was certain the other brokers would be hard at work trying to find the perfect wife for Kasu Marimuthu, he knew he must land this one today. He did not have the luxury of another trip into this godforsaken backwater to sit before this simpleton. This commission could bring him the fame he had always dreamed of. And fortune, he had heard, would always come to knock on the door of fame. Besides which, next week he would be busy with preparations for his own daughter’s wedding to a wonderful groom that he himself had found from Colpetty in Colombo.


The broker smiled. ‘Your word is good enough for me,’ he said, and tipping his head back, poured a stream of tea into his open mouth. Parvathi, crouching in the dirt in her shapeless rags, touched her smooth face wonderingly and asked herself, ‘Am I really beautiful?’


 


‘Parvathi, time to awaken,’ her mother whispered in her ear, and immediately the girl sat up and began to roll up her sleeping mat. The sound of her bells made her father open an eye and fix it in her direction. In the pitch-black she sensed the eye on her and quickly whispered, ‘We’re just going to the temple, Apa.’


‘Hmmm,’ he grunted sternly, and put the eye back to sleep.


They stowed away their mats and went out to the backyard where the men never went. That day there was no need to take the old lamp to the well for the barrel-shaped clay container was overflowing with rainwater. Cloaked in darkness, mother and daughter let their hair down and stripped naked. Parvathi squatted down in the rain and dipped an empty milk tin into the container. The water that sluiced onto her head was even colder than the rain pattering on her skin. She gasped, but her mother made no sound. This would be the last time. They bathed quickly and wordlessly. Then her mother snapped a neem twig in two and they used the exposed strands to clean their teeth.


In unison they stood and made for the side of the house where the thatched roof overhung. There, a set of clean clothes was hanging from a wire line. They dressed with their backs against the wall. It was uncomfortable; their feet were muddy and the bottoms of their garments clung wetly to their calves. Under her breath her mother grumbled softly, but Parvathi cherished the moment. This was the last time dressing together. Wiping their feet as best they could, they hung slippers on them and, huddled under an umbrella, made their way in the squelching mud to the temple.


As always, at the temple entrance Parvathi clutched the small container of milk in her hands and glanced backwards at the greyish stones. As always, they stood very still in their own gloomy shadows. Then she stepped out of her slippers, washed her feet with water from a tiled shallow pool, and after sprinkling a few drops on her head stepped into the temple.


The place was deserted and silent, and the floor chilly under her bare feet. The windows in the apprentice priests’ quarters at the back of the temple were already yellow with the light of their oil lamps. Their shadowy shapes moved about, tying top knots, slinging sacred threads diagonally across their bodies, and smearing wet holy ash in stripes on their foreheads, arms and upper bodies. When she was younger she used to look through the windows and wonder about the lives of those young bodies, but as the years passed and she went from girl to woman, she was no longer allowed to even glance in their direction. They, of course, took no notice of the woman and her daughter.


The head priest, sitting on the steps of the temple stringing a garland of holy basil, looked up and nodded briefly at Parvathi’s mother, who had put her palms together under her chin. But to Parvathi he opened a mouth loose, empty and stained with betel juice and called in a reedy voice full of affection. ‘Ah, so you have come to see your old uncle for the last time, then?’


‘Om,’ Parvathi said. Om in the land of Jaffna simply meant ‘Yes’.


‘I’ve saved some sweet rice for you,’ he said with a grin, but Parvathi could not make herself smile back. Turning away, she followed her mother who was already murmuring prayers under her breath as she began her ritual perambulations around the different deities. Three times around each god and nine times past the cluster of demigods. This done, they took their customary positions on the floor and waited for the apprentices to file into the temple. Around the horizon the sky had taken on a pink tinge and, as the big bell outside was rung, the old priest opened the little wooden doors to the inner vestibule that housed the black stone statue of the Elephant God, Pulliar.


He beckoned to Parvathi and she hurried her container over to him. Adding its contents to a large pail already half-full of milk, he began the ceremony of bathing the God. The priest held aloft a many-wicked oil lamp over the newly washed statue, and they lifted their clasped hands high above their heads in prayer.


Unbeknownst to her mother, Parvathi was not praying to the Elephant God at all, but to the little helper snake that waited at his feet, an action the woman would have considered no better than praying to the pot of milk sitting beside the snake. Or that the girl had never felt anything but distant awe for the all-powerful god, and had instead pledged her entire loyalty to the insignificant coil of bronze. And even more incomprehensible, she had not been praying for a good husband and family but for the greatest love in the world, for one who would unthinkingly put his hand into fire for her. One that would die for her. Not that she would want him to, of course, just the willingness to was enough. She didn’t know why she should want this as there was no one else in the village who had ever expressed a desire for such an impractical thing, but she did.


Perhaps this thought had fixed itself in her head when she had unbolted the door one afternoon to a mendicant who had smiled knowingly at her and asked, ‘My child, what are you doing here when your soul goes out from you crying for him? Quickly, wish for it, this boundless love from which there is neither separation nor absence, for God grants every sincere wish.’


How could she have known that he was talking not of mortal love but of godly aspirations?


That morning, with the rain pattering loudly on the rooftop, she told her beloved cobra how much she loved her mother, and beseeched it to take care of her while she was away. ‘Let her not be lonely or sad,’ she whispered. ‘Protect her while I am away and guard us from the wrath of my father when I return. For you see, cobra dear, I might be back a lot sooner than she thinks.’


The priest upended a brass container of red kum kum powder on the black statue, and more than usual fell on the cobra. It turned vermilion – the colour of marriage. A good omen. Perhaps her prayers had been heard after all.










Passage


After the rain Parvathi’s uncle arrived to accompany her on her long journey to Malaya.


‘Don’t forget how we are suffering here. Send money as soon as possible,’ her father reminded sternly.


‘I will, Father,’ she said, and he nodded and moved apart so the rest of the family could come forward to say their goodbyes.


Parvathi saved her mother for last. The woman’s eyes were red and swollen. Pressing her lips together to keep them from trembling, she smeared holy ash on her daughter’s forehead. ‘Muruga, Muruga,’ she mumbled softly, so her husband would not hear and be displeased with her, ‘please keep this good child of mine safe. Protect her for I am no longer able to.’


Parvathi fell at her mother’s feet and kissed them and, though she knew it would anger her father, cried out, ‘Ama, don’t abandon me now! Don’t let them take me so far away from you.’


Her father’s thin upper lip curled with displeasure, and her mother suddenly howled, ‘Go with God,’ and stumbled away towards the open door of their house. She did this because of the black blood that rushed to her head and made her want to claw at her husband’s good-for-nothing face. Dashing through the dim interior, she stopped only when she stood in the sunshine of her backyard, where she knew she would not be disturbed. Here, the men never came. Her legs gave way beneath her and she dropped to the ground, a cold heavy mass.


She looked around bewildered, as if seeing her own backyard and roofless kitchen for the first time. She had never really noticed how well-constructed the wall of twigs, mud and palm leaves was. No one could see in or out. And in this prison her daughter, poor thing, had spent most of her life. But then the woman smiled a secret smile to think that, in this at least, her husband had been foiled, for the girl had bored holes into the wall. She had seen out. At first, the woman had been perplexed to see that she had made all the holes at the height of two feet. And then one day she had realised that her daughter was not watching people but the animals that passed.


Her palms pressed into the damp dust, she scrutinised her irredeemably callused skin, the hopelessly knotty knuckles, and the black dirt under her fingernails. Her daughter’s hands were smooth, delicate, defenceless. How surprising that the girl in all her perfection had been made inside such a sad, ugly body like hers. Her child was only doing what all girls did: get married. A shiver went through her. It was just that the child was too small to be going so far away. Barely, she reached her mother’s shoulder.


Shifting her weight onto one hand, she used the forefinger of her other hand to write in the mud the only word she could spell – her daughter’s name. Again and again, until it formed a circle around her, a magic circle. For it was ancient knowledge passed through generations, from mother to daughter, that the circle is a sacred shape; make it, and immediately blessed energy rushes into it. In its charmed space, nothing bad can happen. She stared up into the empty sky. A hand came up to touch the empty holes in her nostrils that had once known gold, and cursed the day her daughter was born. For that was the day her husband’s flesh turned to stone. But what of her? She had allowed it. But wait! Long, long before she abandoned the girl, she had abandoned herself. The girl had thought her mother was perfect and to be trusted. No one had told her that on this earth nothing perfect is permitted to exist. She dropped her head onto her knees and in her faded world expressed a passing sound of regret.


None of this might have happened had the priest held his tongue. She made another sound – impatience. And scolded herself harshly. Her husband was right. Women shouldn’t be allowed to think. What good could come of blaming a man of God? It was the child’s fate. And now the girl was gone and that was that. The woman closed the door to her rusty pain. It was iron and shut with a horrible clang. Let it remain forever shut. She must prepare lunch for the men before she went off to work the land.


She cast a searching eye towards the side of the house. Only one slipper leaned against the wall. Strange. The missing one was nowhere to be seen. Her eyes flickered. No matter. She would simply go on her cracked, crusty heels. Standing heavily she stepped out of the magic circle.


 


From the moment her mother turned her back on her, it seemed to Parvathi as if she fell headlong into a dream so fantastic that her spirit curled itself into a hiding-place deep within herself. For five days she and her uncle shook and rattled inside their covered bullock cart until the dirt paths gave way to the wide paved roads of Colombo. The city was a blur of busyness. People milled the streets like ants.


At the harbour they climbed into an enormous ship. Quietly, she joined the other women in the shade as the ship slowly, majestically, lifted its massive bulk and forced away from the wharf. It hovered at the crest and then suddenly, with a shudder that rocked it from stem to stern, lurched drunkenly back into the water. Together the women pressed old cloths to their mouths. While they lay groaning and seasick the men cooked in large cauldrons. Overhead, seagulls wheeled in the hot blue sky, and in the water, pods of clicking laughing dolphins came to play alongside the ship. Later, the ship drifted in inky nights amongst stars.


Finally, when she was not expecting it, a bit of brown: land. There was excited shouting and much dashing about. From the upper decks came the sounds of celebration. Green foreground came into view, and the wind picked up. A tin of ship’s biscuits was sent down to them. A quarter of a biscuit found its way to her hand. She ate it in three slow bites. The ship drew closer, and Penang harbour came into view. They docked; the sea voyage was over.


She looked around in amazement. Oh! God had not coloured all people in shades of brown. Not at all! In His garden of people were all shades of pink, white, yellow and black. She had never suspected. She listened to them make their strange, unintelligible sounds, but it was a dream after all, and in the umms, ahhs, nods, and gestures, she understood them.


Odd, that it was the firmness of earth that should suddenly feel strange. Then, the black iron monster spewing smoke that she climbed into carried them into the heart of that humid country.


In the house of relatives she watched in wonder as water ran out of taps, and – her brothers had not played a trick on her after all – electricity glowed into lamps. Here she found soap that lathered, and when night came was given a raised platform on legs called a bed; the mattress so soft she tossed and turned all night to find a hard spot for her body. How she missed her mother on that soft bed.


The day of the wedding arrived. Her terrified spirit retreated deeper into its hiding-place, but no one seemed to notice or, if they did, they cared not. Oh little cobra, dear. Save me from my fate. I, who have been so faithful to you for so long, save me.


Children crowded the doorway to stare with big eyes as chattering women coloured her hands and feet and dressed her in the fabulous finery her bridegroom had sent. So heavy, she had to be hoisted up to her feet by two women and led to a mirror many, many times bigger than her father’s round shaving mirror. She stared fascinated but they dropped a veil over her face and took her to a decorated crowded temple where a tall broad man came to sit beside her.


She was too shy and too frightened to look directly at him. All she retained was an impression of fierce rolling eyes. In her sight were his loosely clasped hands. Large and covered in long, dark hair, and fairer, by far fairer than hers. She sat like a statue, hardly breathing, aware of the vibrant heat and the silent growl that emanated from his body. To the accompaniment of drums and trumpets he turned briefly towards her and she felt the heavy gold thali fall around her neck as the crowd showered them with rice.


So; she was married.


A cloth was held up and behind it her bridegroom lifted her veil so the newlyweds could feed each other morsels of banana soaked in milk. She refused to meet her husband’s eye. Luckily, for if she had, she would have seen the strained whiteness about his mouth, and her poor dazed spirit would have become still more terrified.


‘Everything went well, a good omen for a long and prosperous marriage,’ the priest commented, smiling ingratiatingly at her husband. Everyone was full of smiles and congratulations, but her husband said nothing.


Eyes downcast, she got in the back of a long black car and they were driven through the town and then down a lonely road through wilderness. The air began to change, became drier, smelling of the sea. Beside her, but strictly apart, as if by an unfathomably deep chasm her husband sat, his bulk turned away, cold, silent, furious. She should have become nervous then, but that daze, so useful, kept her safe, cocooned, unreachable.


His house, someone had told her, was by the beach, a beautiful place called Adari, Dear One. Finally, they turned through a set of tall gates. Parvathi looked up at the tall house rising into the clear blue sky and, with a great gasp, was torn from her comfortable sleep.










Adari


Set on the fringe of a jungle, at first glance it seemed to be entirely constructed from precious gems cast in some dark metal, as unreal as something plucked directly out of a fairytale. But as the car drew nearer, different facets caught the sunlight and came blindingly alive. Oh! But if her father had only seen this he would never have dared do what he did. Coming closer, she saw that the house was made from pieces of violet, blue and pink glass held together by wrought iron. Nevertheless, that first impression of a palace made of jewels remained with her for ever.


A circular driveway lined with statuary brought them to a covered porch. Someone opened the car door and, to enter her new home auspiciously, she put her right foot out first. Slowly, for her clothes and jewellery were weighty and cumbersome, she came out fully. People had lined the front steps, and some more stood craning their necks along the balconies on both wings of the house for the first glimpse of the new bride. Nervously, she looked up at them. There seemed to be so many of them, but as she later found out, most were staff, there to serve her.


Her husband came around to her side and together they went up the smooth white steps towards the entrance of the house, where six blue-grey pillars inlaid with white marble creepers and flowers stood. Stretching on either side of them right to the ends of the building were deep verandas made fabulous with arches of stained glass. From their ceilings hung enormous baskets of jungle fern interspersed with grape-like clusters of glass lamps. From the veranda they descended six steps into an open courtyard. There Parvathi forgot the watching crowd and gazed about, wide-eyed, transfixed.


Soaring pillars – this time white, inlaid with blue-grey designs – held up the balcony and roof. But here someone as powerful as God must have said, ‘Let there be coloured light,’ and there was. Pouring through the stained glass, the sun let fall a myriad of translucent coloured shards onto the walls, pillars, floors, people, animals and the moss-covered pond creature with water lilies and goldfish streaming out of its mouth.


In one section of the vast yard grew an ancient tree. Its ash-coloured trunk was thick and smooth and its leaves moss green. The house must have been built around it, as one of its larger branches was growing through a window upstairs.


On the smaller branches hung many gilded cages, all empty, their doors open while a flock of birds, all of them white or the albino of the species, sat where they pleased on the tree. It was only later that she learned that theirs was not freedom, that the young boy who took care of them strategically plucked their feathers so flight was no longer possible. But at that moment she was entranced when like dreams or ideas exquisite shades of indigo, blue and pink patterns leapt on the beautiful birds as they moved. Tame doves, completely indifferent to the noise and crowds, walked about magically hued on the paved floor. A parrot perched at the edge of the fountain, turned its head sideways and fixed its round eyes on her.


At that moment her bridegroom spoke for the first time.


‘You,’ he ordered a servant harshly, ‘show this lady up to a room in the west wing, and everybody else, go back to your quarters.’


The musicians stopped playing and a hush descended. She had expected this, of course, but perhaps not in front of so many curious eyes. Heat rushed up her throat and face, and her stomach contracted, leaving her quite breathless. She should have stayed in her daze. This humiliation would have been nothing to bear then. This, after all, was the moment she had been dreading ever since the marriage-broker had referred to the photograph of her.


She had not seen the photograph her father sent to him, but she knew it was not of her. No one in her village owned a plate camera. To hear its shutter click one needed to travel to the city, but the only time she had left her village was when she had made that image of Pulliar with a fistful of dung from one of Vellaitham’s cows and with her mother as chaperone, had taken it to another village not far away. There, with other young girls, she had placed her little idol in a stream and as it floated away had prayed for a good husband.


Her father had cheated the broker and now . . .


A voice fell softly upon her ear. Eyes downcast she followed it up a wrought-iron staircase to the balcony. A decorative glass door opened to the west wing and they stood in a long corridor where many tall double doors led off on either side. The soft voice politely enquired if she wanted to choose a room. Parvathi shook her head, and the first set of doors was opened and the voice announced, ‘The Lavender Room.’


Parvathi entered.


The Lavender Room; but my goodness. Parvathi stood, a dwarf in that splendid, lofty room and looked with awe at the panelled walls painted a dramatic aquamarine and then richly decorated with Chinese birds of paradise, pagodas and weeping willows. Here too a fine rhapsody of violet, blue and pink light flowed in through the tall glass windows and doors.


She transferred her amazement to an enormous blue-beaded chandelier that hung from the middle of the ceiling. Under it, on a cream carpet, stood a magnificent brass four-poster bed. Its tasselled mosquito net had been dyed blue and held back with velvet indigo ribbons. Against one wall was a late-eighteenth-century French cupboard, close to it a dressing-table and a delicate stool painted eggshell blue and parcel-gilt. Nearby hung an open, empty birdcage made of bamboo and coloured with Chinese ink.


On the wall across from the bed hung a large oil painting of a white monkey surprised in the act of eating a fruit, pomegranate peel all around him. She marvelled at how the light in that room had been marshalled so that the monkey alone was bathed in pure white light. She stood on the tips of her toes and touched his tail. The paint was hard and glossy.


A cool rush of wind made the long veil-like curtains billow into the room. Dropping to her hands and knees, she crawled into the balcony and watched the leaving crowd gesticulating and speculating about the state of her marriage.


She hugged her knees and waited as the house fell silent. Soon, her husband would come up, and there would be recriminations; explanations would be required of her. But he did not come up. Instead, she saw him slide into the back of his long car, and it turn off at the gates. Kasu Marimuthu had gone out! For some time she did not move as if it was a trick and the car might turn around and come back, but the road remained empty. Seeing that she truly had been left alone, she stood up and surveyed her surroundings.


The house fronted a golden beach and a very blue sea, and about thirty yards into the water she saw it: the wonderful little island populated entirely by peacocks. There was a small wooden boat in the shade of a thatched roof that she guessed was used to get to it. That afternoon though, the tide was out and the water was so shallow it seemed to her one could have easily waded out there on foot.


She leaned out and to her right and left counted eight balconies in each wing of the house. At the back, unpainted and within calling distance of the back door, were the servants’ quarters. Two men stood talking. Between them the carcase of a goat, poor beast, yellow with turmeric and salt, hung from a wire. No doubt part of her wedding feast. Beyond the boundary walls of the house, as far as the eye could see, was nothing but dark green vegetation. It gave the sensation of being completely marooned in wildness, but she took a strange pleasure in that.


She turned back into the room.


Sitting on the edge of the bed, she removed her jewellery and they made a glittering heap beside her. The only item she did not take off was her thali, the symbol of her married status, a pendant made by welding together two golden pieces. They were supposed to represent her husband’s feet, so that no matter where he was or whatever he was doing, his feet were always touching his wife’s heart.


Going slowly to her suitcase she rummaged around and pulled out her mother’s battered old slipper. The sight of it almost undid her. She kissed it passionately, closed her eyes and thought of her mother toiling alone so far away, and at that moment missed her so much she could have wept.


Eventually, she put the sandal away and returned to her perch on the bed. On the bedside table stood a porcelain figurine of Scaramu. She ran a finger down his elaborate costume and wondered who he was and why he was there. The ceiling fan whirled lazily and she glanced longingly at the white expanse behind her. The truth was she was completely exhausted. She would lie down for a short while, not close her eyes, just rest her body. She would not be surprised sleeping. No, she’d jump up as soon as she heard footsteps on the parquet floors outside. Curling herself around the heap of gold, she slept.


And came awake in a strange blue mist, instantly on guard. Then it occurred to her: someone must have come in and let the blue mosquito net down. She looked around the room warily. A small wall lamp by the door had been lit. She lay very still and listened. Something had awakened her. In the distance the sea murmured. Then a shrill scream pierced the night. An animal definitely, but too far away to be of any danger. Still, she remained frozen, watchful. Her body had reacted to that sound as if her very survival was implicated in it. There it was again; a clattering. Amplified by the empty acoustics of the house. Someone was moving about downstairs.


Adding her anklets to the glittering pile beside her, she parted the net and slid off the bed. The hardwood under her feet made no sound. The door opened noiselessly into the corridor, lit here and there by the grape-like lamp clusters. She stood at the entrance to the balcony, and through a pink glass petal, looked in wonder at the courtyard below, transformed into an enchanted world. Small lights had sprung up around the green and gold fountain, and the light from inside the surrounding glass corridors had cast lacy trails of seashell lights onto the walls and floor. And there was a tinkling sound like falling silver coins. Surely, otherworldly beings lived here.


But hardly had the thrilling thought formed, than she saw the figure of her husband held up in the milky light of a frosted lamp. Head bent, and apparently only with much help from the banister, he was unsteadily making his way up the stairs. What was the matter with him? Puzzled, she padded to the top of the stairs, where her unexpected appearance startled him and caused him to lose his footing.


Luckily, one of his wildly flaying hands managed to catch the banister, and the face that was exposed to her was so loose and strange that she felt certain he must be ill. She had not discarded the memory of his silent growling or the restless, invisible fear of the man, but she ran down the stairs, her hand outstretched to help him. But he flung out an arm to ward her off, before dropping back heavily on the stairs, his knees falling wide apart as he transferred all his weight onto one hand. He winced. He must have hurt himself in the abrupt manner of his sitting.


In the light from the disturbed water of the fountain she had her first good look at the man she had married. Large beads of sweat covered his nose, and he was holding his head at an odd angle while his bulging eyes seemed to be experiencing great difficulty in focusing upon her.


‘What’s wrong with you?’ she asked, her voice no more than an alarmed whisper, for she had little knowledge of drunkenness so she had not recognised his condition at first. Kasu Marimuthu opened his mouth – his left canine shone pure gold – and laughter spewed forth, bouncing off the walls and echoing mockingly around them. When his mirth was spent he turned to her and said, ‘I’ve left a glass on the fountain ledge. Get it for me.’


She caught the reek of alcohol then, and was so taken aback she couldn’t stop herself from exclaiming aloud: ‘Oh! But you’re drunk.’ All the hard surfaces around them acted as cruelly on her voice as they had on his laughter, making it sound shrill, accusing, and so completely lacking in docility that she covered her mouth with her hand in mortification.


The bleary eyes found their fix. The affable mood was gone. ‘And why shouldn’t I be?’ he sneered. ‘I asked for a bird of paradise and I’m given a puny peahen.’


Her mother’s words came back: ‘And when you are far away from me, remember this: if a man harms you only with words, say nothing, do nothing, for words may, when he has gone to sleep, be shrugged off like an ill-fitting garment.’ Parvathi dropped her eyes in a show of submission, unaware that this served only to further infuriate her new husband. Absolutely everything, he concluded belligerently, about his bride annoyed him. The lack of style, beauty, height, education, sophistication, and now this irritating attack of meekness. The girl was irredeemable. Grimly he muttered, ‘Hurry up with that drink.’


Parvathi reached up to the command immediately. He cradled the half-full glass in his hand, and then in great exasperation burst out, ‘Oh, for God’s sake stop hovering about like some long-necked ostrich, and sit down!’


She sank down a few steps below him.


‘I’m sending you back to your father tomorrow.’


She nodded slowly. She had expected nothing less from the moment she had laid eyes on his house. Until then she had cherished a wild, bizarre hope. But really, it was not even her father’s fault. How could he, poor thing, living as they did, have any comprehension of what ‘immense wealth’ really meant? Like her, he must have imagined less, much less. Otherwise he would have understood. Enclosures that kept names like the Lavender Room would always insist upon tall, urbane mistresses.


‘You knew, didn’t you?’ he challenged.


She looked up at him, her eyes enlarged. ‘Yes, but you must understand that I had no say in the matter. My duty is to obey my father at all times.’


‘What kind of man does this to his own daughter, anyway?’


A tear slipped down her face.


‘What will happen to you when you go home?’ he asked, and for that small while sounded weary and kind.


She sniffed and wiped her nose with the side of her hand. ‘I don’t know. If my father will take me back I will help my mother as I have always done.’


He shook his head regretfully. ‘Don’t think I don’t pity you, but no one and I mean no one, cheats Kasu Marimuthu and gets away with it. Your father must be a fool or a mad man. Who else would even begin to think of such a harebrained scheme? If he imagined I wouldn’t send you back for fear of tarnishing my good name, well, he put his money on a lame horse.’


‘Why didn’t you just refuse to marry me this morning when you first saw me?’ she asked quietly.


He drew himself up proudly. ‘Somebody else might have married you then, you mean? I don’t care if I am the talk of gossiping women, but there were important people in that hall whom I need for my business plans. I couldn’t make a laughing stock of myself in front of them.’ And then, as if he suddenly remembered that he was the injured party, glared down at her with cold dislike. ‘Look to your father if you need someone to blame for ruining your life.’


In the silence that followed he gazed into his glass as if it was unfathomably deep. Finally he looked up and with one bushy eyebrow raised, said, ‘We should drown our sorrows together.’


She stared at him in disbelief. The shame of it. She was ruined for life and he wanted her to get drunk with him! She shook her head.


‘Why, she said, “no” to a cup of love,’ he observed sarcastically, or at least that was how he had intended it to sound, but it came out dispirited and poignant. He looked about him dazedly before laying his head on the cold stone steps and closing his eyes. Oh, but look at the great Kasu Marimuthu now. So rich and so sad. But just as she imagined that he had fallen asleep, he sat up, and in one gulp downed the entire contents of the glass. He set it empty on the stairs and pulled himself upright. ‘I’ll bid you goodnight then, madam. Be prepared to leave in the morning. Which room are you in?’


‘The first room on the left of the corridor.’


‘Fine,’ he said, as he attempted a half-bow, staggered, and had to cling the banister to steady himself. Clutching it, he went down the stairs. Halfway across the courtyard he stopped, turned back towards her and seemed about to say something . . . but must have thought the better of it, for he shook his head instead and beat the air in a discouraged gesture.


‘Forget it,’ he mumbled, and reeled away.


With his going, Parvathi realised she needed the toilet. She had seen an outhouse by the servants’ quarters and she went outside through the front door and along the south wing to get to it. A cold wind was blowing and the jungle looked dark and threatening. Strange cries and sounds were flung out from its black depths. Hardly had she finished, when she pushed the door open and, shaking with terror, fled back to the house. She knew she’d not sleep any more. She settled herself on the balcony floor to wait. Let morning come. She was ready.


 


In the library, Kasu Marimuthu picked up a bottle of whisky by its neck, and dropped so suddenly into a large swivel chair behind his desk that he had to hold on to the edges of the table to stop the sudden backward tilt. He poured himself a drink and was raising it to his lips when the door opened.


‘What do you—’ he began angrily, only to stop in surprise. It was not his unwanted bride who had entered, but a hulk of a woman holding a circle of light. She paused at the doorway, and he stared incredulously at the apparition she made. Surely no one was that ugly.


She moved further into the room and in the light of the reading lamp on his desk he saw with relief that it was one of his servants. His heart was thumping loudly in his chest. She had given him a scare. Stupid woman. He thought she might, in fact, be his cook. What the blazes was she doing in his library at this time of the night?


‘What do you want?’ he shouted angrily, for that first fear had still not left him.


Instead of coming to a stop in front of his desk, she came around the side and towered over him. Now he was really furious. The impertinence. He made to stand, only to find himself rooted to his chair. Sweat collected in his armpits and ran down the sides of his motionless body. He stared up at her, half-hypnotised by her savage, unrefined features.


‘I have come to ask you a small favour, sir.’


He glared at her dumbfounded.


‘I understand that you are unable to show the shape of your heart to your wife, but sir, it is not your right to leave the shape of your foot on hers.’
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