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Introduction


Growing up in the lap of the Himalayas in the land referred to as ‘Dev Bhoomi’ (Uttarakhand) has left an imprint on my soul. The memories of sitting huddled around a makeshift fire, eating bhune huye bhatt (roasted soya bean) and listening to stories narrated by my grandmother, or an elderly relative, are as fresh as if they happened yesterday.

These stories—the folk tales and the folk songs—entered so effortlessly into my stream of consciousness that they became a defining element shaping my world as I grew up.

After all, a folk tale has a significant role, both in distilling ancient wisdom and influencing current character. Through these stories one can relate to the lives of common people and the manner in which they dealt with ordinary and extraordinary circumstances. They oscillate between the ironic and the lyrical, enveloping tales of valour, of true love, of strength, of goodness, brotherhood and a sense of community, of Gods with human leanings, and of the limitations of humans and their sheer tenacity to overcome them.

Adding to these inherent values is the sheer artistic richness of the folk stories of Kumaon and Garhwal. Be it those of Golu, Gangnath, Narsingh and Ghana, Purukh Pant or the fabulous tales of Haru–Sem, Kalsem and Churmal Airi … they are all incredible. In fact, many of these tales in the form of ballads are sung in diverse melodies such as Nyoli, Jaagar Geet, Chapheli, Chaiti, Malushahi, Ramol, Jhoda, Chanchari, Hudkia Baul and more.

The sheer power of these folk tales lies in the wondrous co-existence of fantasy with reality. It shows you the mirror of existing reality, but it also reflects the limitless sky of possibility in the background.

Rajula–Malushahi is one such charming folk tale of Kumaon. It is a romantic narrative, the story of a king (Malushahi), and the daughter (Rajula) of a trader. The canvas is big, painted on with a myriad experiences and umpteen human emotions, including those about parental duty, honour and personal love. The mysteries and the mythological elements go hand in hand with the traditions and the limitations of the societal and geographical conditions. It’s one of those love ballads that you will find alive and sung in many parts of Uttarakhand.

What shines through this epic ballad is the multi-ethnic character of life in Kumaon. Malushahi is from a Khasa family; his beloved is from the tribe of Shaukas. Rajula is promised in marriage to a Tibetan ruler for economic and political gain. The story is woven around the different challenges the two divinely ordained lovers face before they can finally get together. The playing out of ethnic characteristics and practices is fascinating. Add to it the vivid descriptions of the Himalayan land, the references to the local gods and goddesses—Lord Baghnath (Bageshwar), Chitrashila Devi; the village fairs; the local cuisine such as alu gutak; musical instruments such as the flute and folk dances like the jhoda… and you get a colourful, eventful, unputdownable tale.

The more striking feature to mind is, however, the central and very active role that Rajula plays. She is an exceptionally smart and spirited heroine, a young woman with a free-thinking mind and the initiative to act on it. And that, in a way, is a tribute to and reflection of the women of Pahad, who are hardworking, resilient, equally adept at tending the field and keeping the home fires burning, and in many ways less constrained than their counterparts in other parts of the country. In fact, Rajula stands in marked contrast to many female protagonists from other parts of the country, whose virtues veer towards docility and conformity rather than initiative and daring.

And this portrayal is extremely important.

You see, folk tales are not just stories. They are capsules of culture. They contain the traditions, the morality, the challenges and the wisdom of not one but many a generation. You can get the feel of a particular region, its  people, their ideas, and their concerns by listening to the folk tales of the area. For no matter how powerful or how insignificant or wealthy or disadvantaged, we are all faced with challenges and obstacles to overcome. Throughout generations the ways to address these have been honed and woven in the form of folk stories that are easy to understand and relate to.

And like a river stone that becomes smooth with years of the water flowing on it, these stories, too, over generations, continue to get more refined without losing their inherent character. The folk culture of a region is its most natural character, its very soul.

I congratulate Deepa Agarwal for keeping the soul of the Kumaon region alive by retelling and bringing to your hands this beautiful tale of Rajula and Malushahi.
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1


The Dream

The voice crept into Rajula’s ears, breaking the spell—a woman’s voice. She struggled to free herself from it, like a mountain trout trying to unhook itself from a fisherman’s line. Even though it seemed comfortingly familiar, it was dragging her away from the enchantment that gripped her.

The bright eyes of the young man before her began to grow fuzzy as the voice turned louder. The touch of his hands became fainter and fainter. She strove to hold on with all her might, the way a climber teetering at the edge of a mountain clutches at a frail clump of grass. Rajula knew he was going to say something wonderful next; his mouth was already shaping the words.

A woman’s voice crying, ‘Rajula! Rajula!’ interposed, however, shattering the spell. Without any warning, a misty darkness swallowed him. Rajula was left with nothing but the frantic drumbeat of her heart.

When she realized that she was in her own room and it was her mother calling out to her, she groaned in frustration.

‘Rajula! Rajula? Are you still sleeping, child?’

Rajula squeezed her eyes shut defiantly and hugged her fleecy blanket close. She could have screamed. The dream had been so enthralling, so real. If only Ija had not interrupted it!

‘Rajula! What’s wrong with you? Do you want me to pull you out of bed?’ She could sense that Ija was standing close by. Her mother scent, a combination of the rose attar she liked to use and the tang of spices from cooking, was very strong.

Exasperated, Rajula sat up with a jerk. Startled, Ija took a couple of hasty steps backward. Rajula couldn’t help giggling at the sight of her face—fine brows arching high into her broad forehead, her eyes round with surprise.

Ija shook her head, tried to cover up her smile with a frown. ‘Girl! What am I to do with you? The sun has climbed high above the mountains and you’re still in bed.’

‘Oh, Ija! I had such a wonderful dream! Why did you wake me up?’

Ganguli, Rajula’s mother, glowered in earnest now. But her voice was gentle as she said, ‘This is no time to dream. Get ready at once. Don’t you remember that we leave for the lowlands today? Your father has been asking for you over and  over again.’ Gloom darkened her face as she continued, ‘And … you have to change your ways. Get up in time in the morning, behave more decorously. You’re not a child any longer. Don’t forget that you have been promised in marriage to the Tibetan ruler, Rikhyepal.’

An angry red stained fifteen-year-old Rajula’s delicately etched face. She threw off the blanket, deliberately exposing her legs, slender and pale as the trunk of a banana tree. Her jhaguli, the ankle-length garment young girls commonly wore in her village, had ridden up. Her mother’s finely cut lips tightened. ‘Get dressed immediately, Rajula,’ she said. ‘Can’t you hear the goat bells tinkling? People are beginning to leave.’

Rajula sighed and jumped out of bed. Immediately, Ija began to roll up her bedding.

As she splashed chilly water over her face, Rajula’s thoughts veered between the captivating memories of her dream and the journey that lay ahead. Despite the irritation she had displayed, the prospect of a trip to the lowlands excited her. And her mother knew it. Wasn’t Rajula always asking about distant lands and the people who lived in them? She longed to accompany her father on his trading trips to far-off places, but being a girl, she would never be allowed.

‘Those areas are unhealthy,’ her mother would say, ‘rife with disease. The weather is always bad and the air unclean. Why do you want to go there?’

‘But Ija, I want to see for myself! The landscape, the people—they’re very different from us, you said.’

‘How would it help you?’ Ganguli would reply. ‘Soon you will get married and leave for Tibet. That is a different land, too.’

‘Ah … but Tibet, where the Huniyas live, is too far over the mountains.’ Rajula pouted. ‘I wish Baujyu had promised me in marriage somewhere else. Somewhere in the lowlands.’

‘Hush! Don’t say that again. Your father will be furious. He has betrothed you to a powerful and wealthy man. You will live like a queen.’

Rajula’s eyes narrowed as she examined her mother closely. She often wondered why there was never any conviction in Ija’s voice when she said that—almost as if she were forcing herself to echo Baujyu’s words. But she also knew that though as his only child, Baujyu indulged her more than other fathers did, he was set on this marriage and nothing would make him change his mind.

[image: image]

A long line of sheep, goats, mules and ponies snaked down the rough mountain track. Men dressed in homespun woollen coats and tight-fitting trousers, and women in wide black ghaghras, with kaamalas or large shawls wrapped around their bodies, and brocade-edged scarves tied on their heads, accompanied them. Big, shaggy-haired dogs  loped alongside, while musicians crooned songs, thumping on small drums. Though the sun was bright, the air had a knifing edge. It was mid-January, the severest part of winter, and snow covered even the lowest reaches of the Himalayas.

Tramping along mechanically amid a gaggle of giggling girls, Rajula welcomed the chill slapping her cheeks. It would help to clear her head. The dream still had her in its thrall and in dazzling daylight it was somewhat disorienting. Once more, she ran over the sequence of events, so clear, unlike most dreams that faded the moment you woke up.

She had been sitting by a river, her feet dangling in the cool water. Suddenly a young man’s face had printed itself on the ripples. Astonished, she had turned and found a pair of honey-brown eyes gazing into hers. The man had held out a hand, and puppet-like, she had offered hers. He had just been about to speak when her mother’s voice had intruded and the dream had dissolved.

This dream had been haunting her night after night, for several weeks. Frustratingly, each time she had woken up before he could say anything. She shivered, recalling the tales old women narrated as they huddled around the fire at night—of demons that possessed young girls and drove them crazy. But how could he be a demon? His face was so gentle.

Rajula sighed. If only the day would pass soon so she could return to this mysterious world again! But …  she should banish such thoughts. She was to marry Rikhyepal. Acid tears seared her eyelids. From far behind, she heard her father’s voice ring out, authoritative as ever. Almost as if he were warning her not to stray from the path he had mapped out for her.

Sunapati Shauka, the wealthiest amongst the Shauka traders. He stood tall amid his fellows. And while his laugh might be the loudest, his frown made people tremble. Few dared oppose him. She thought of the rumours—that he knew magic, had enslaved powerful spirits.

As a child she had run to her mother once, asking her if it was true. Her mother’s lovely face had frozen. ‘Don’t ever repeat those words. People say that because they envy your father.’

Rajula had sensed an untruth in that reply, even though she was just eight at the time. And a couple of years later, she had found out for herself.

It was during one of the usual halts they made in the course of their journeys up and down the mountains, trading their goods. Rajula had taken the goats up to a meadow to graze. Sprawled on her stomach, lazily chewing a stem of the sweet-sour khatmith grass, her wandering eyes were arrested by a sudden movement. She sat up to catch a glimpse of her father. There was no mistaking his purposeful stride as he hurried into a cave that lay some distance below the pasture. Something about the way he paused at the entrance, threw a quick glance all around, as  if to check if anyone was watching, aroused her curiosity. She rose, her heartbeat quickening. What was he doing in the cave? Did … did it have any connection with the stories she’d heard? She had to find out! But suppose he caught her? She could always make some excuse, say that she came there by chance.

Swiftly, she had sped down the narrow goat track, careful not to dislodge stones or make any other sound that might give her away. When she reached the cave, a low, monotonous hum came to her ears. It was her father’s voice all right, repeating rhythmic words—like a mantra being chanted. Rajula halted, uncertain. Something about the tone—its insistent, hypnotic drone—made her skin crawl. She wanted to get away at once. But to come so far and not find out! Holding her breath, she crept closer, even dared to peep in.

The cave was dark. Her father seemed to be in a trance as the indistinct sounds poured from his mouth in a muted nasal monotone.

Then Rajula turned to stone. Wisps of vapour were creeping out of the leather satchel he always carried—and taking terrifying shape. As she watched, a wavering figure floated in the air, visible even in the inky darkness. When an unreal voice began to emerge, something like the harsh rustle of leaves scraping each other during a storm, she willed her legs to move, and ran. She’d seen enough.
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A Surprise Betrothal

Since that frightening day when Rajula had followed him to the cave, her beloved father had felt like a mysterious stranger—someone to avoid and fear.

When, just a few months ago he had returned from one of his trading trips to Tibet, or Hundesh as they called it, in high spirits, she had not attached any significance to it. He had probably earned a fine profit on the goods he had carried there. And when her mother told her that he had sent for her, she thought he simply wanted to show her the gifts he always brought back from these journeys.

She had noticed a peculiar tightness in the air though, a stiffness in her parents’ expressions, too, as if they had quarrelled—which was rare. Her mother was compliant by nature and hardly ever opposed her father’s strong will.

‘Come, my child,’ her father had stroked her head. An affectionate smile softened the harsh lines of his face. ‘How I missed my little bird and her cheerful chirping  on my long travels. Ah … what a pleasure it is to be back home again!’

‘Was your trip very gruelling this time, Baujyu?’ Rajula looked up at him, concerned. She had heard a lot about the arduous journey to Tibet, over snowy mountains, facing the threat of blizzards and avalanches, wolves and robbers. When she was younger, she would cling to him when he was about to leave and demand, ‘Why do you go, Baujyu? Why do you risk your life?’

‘Ah, child!’ he would sigh. ‘It is not in my destiny to lead an easy existence, enjoying the company of my wife and child. If I do not go, how will we earn money for your food, your clothes? Even this house we live in needed money to be built. The lowland people lead a comfortable life with their wide fields that produce so much grain. To travel constantly is our fate.’ He had paused and added, ‘Just as well that it is also in our blood. We do not know or care for any other kind of life.’

Rajula was well aware of that. As a people they liked to be always on the move. They needed to be as well, because of the harshness of the terrain, the unforgiving climate. They had to constantly search for better pastures for their sheep and goats, and travel throughout the year to trade their goods.

Now, her father produced a small silk pouch and took out a pair of earrings. Large oval turquoises set in gold. ‘How do you like these?’ he smiled.

Rajula’s eyes widened. He had never brought back such a costly-looking gift, ever. For her mother maybe, but not for her. She felt a little frightened at the unexpectedness of it all, delighted as well, however, pleased at the importance it gave her. As if she were a grown-up, not a little girl any longer. ‘Oh, Baujyu, they are beautiful! But weren’t they very expensive?’

‘Money is no object when it comes to my daughter. You are my only child, after all! All I have belongs to you.’ Sunapati Shauka’s eyes shone as he waved a dismissive hand in the air.

Her mother made a small movement and as Rajula turned to glance at her, she noticed that her eyes were moist. Rajula was well aware that her parents doted on her, because she was born late in their lives, after they had given up hope of having any children. And that her mother had conceived only after a visit to the temple of Chitrashila Devi, the patron of childless women. But as she watched, her mother’s delicate eyebrows began to bunch in a dissatisfied frown. Rajula was startled to glimpse the angry glance she darted at her father.

He ignored it, turned and produced a larger pouch from his bag, a rather ornate one made of red-and-gold silk brocade. Rajula felt a little thrill of excitement. Once her father had brought some of this precious fabric for her mother, to make into a blouse. She knew it came from China and was high-priced. Was this a gift for her mother?  She couldn’t help feeling a little proud that her father was rich enough to afford such extravagant gifts.

Sunapati Shauka’s smile stretched from ear to ear now. Rajula could not understand why it made her uneasy, rather than happy, to see him in such a good mood. Probably because her mother was not smiling at all. Puzzled, her eyes shuttled between their faces. What was wrong?

‘Look at this!’ her father proclaimed, pulling something out of the pouch. Rajula started, as if one of his vaporous spirits would emerge. Instead, she saw a heavy gold necklace, studded with multicoloured stones.

‘Ija!’ she cried, clutching her mother’s arm. ‘Isn’t it gorgeous?’

Ija stiffened and did not make any other response. Rajula’s heartbeat fluttered like a disoriented butterfly. She noticed the warning glance that sparked swiftly from her father’s eyes to her mother’s, before the smile replaced it again.

‘My dear, it is for you!’

‘For me? Such an expensive necklace?’ Rajula’s head swam.

Sunapati Shauka cleared his throat. ‘It … it is a special gift.’ He looked at her fondly. ‘I have wonderful news for you. Word of your beauty has spread far and wide, my girl.’ Rajula flushed. She was always embarrassed when anyone mentioned her good looks. ‘It has even crossed the high mountains to reach Tibet … and … a mighty ruler,  Rikhyepal, sent a proposal through an emissary, while I had halted at an inn in their territory. He expressed the desire to marry you.’ Rajula felt even dizzier. Was she hearing right? ‘And … I agreed, naturally. You will be a queen, my child, you will live in a palace.’ His voice went up in excitement and he gave her a rare hug. ‘This is just one of the gifts he sent.’

‘Oh …’ All colour fled from Rajula’s face and strength seemed to drain away from her body, too. If her mother had not caught her, she might have fallen.

‘Sit! Sit down, child! I know this is too sudden for you,’ her father said anxiously. He paused. ‘Rajula … we love you dearly and would never want to be parted from you. But it is the duty of parents to settle their children in life. And few girls will be settled as well as you, my little bird. Very few. I wish you all happiness.’ His hands felt heavy on Rajula’s head as he patted her in blessing.

‘Raju, child …’ Ija spoke for the first time. Her words rushed out, almost blurring with urgency. ‘I know this has come as a shock. But the time comes when a girl has to get married and … her parents try to find the best match they can ….’ She brushed away the tears that were spilling from her eyes. ‘Your … your father has done his best.’ Her voice choked up. ‘I wish you all happiness, my child.’

Somehow, Rajula pulled herself together to fold her hands and bow to her father. ‘I … I thank you, respected Baujyu, for arranging such a good marriage from me.’  Her voice quavered as she said this, but she was relieved to see the frown that was puckering her father’s brow disappear and a broad smile curl his lips again.

‘Heaven grant that you always be happy, child! Ganguli, show Rajula the other gifts, the brocade gowns, the gold embroidered slippers and the other jewels her fiancé has sent. Oh, and the dried and candied fruits, too. All this is just a token. Just wait for the wedding—then you will see what a brilliant match I’ve made for you. Better still, our whole community will gain. He has promised special benefits to us as traders.’

Rajula had gazed at the array of gifts, befuddled. Her fiancé! Like every other girl her age in the village, she knew she would get married sooner or later. The murmurs that she had reached the right age for marriage and that a suitable groom should be found for her had been buzzing in her ears for quite some time. Two of her friends had got married that summer; another was betrothed and would wed in winter. But to go away and live in Tibet! She could hardly have imagined that her father would consider such a thing.

Rajula’s feet were unsteady as she accompanied her mother back to her own room.

‘Ija, why didn’t you tell me?’ she cried, the moment her father was out of earshot.

‘I wanted to let your father give the news himself.’ Her mother’s voice was expressionless.

‘You … you don’t like this match, do you?’ The words flew out of Rajula’s mouth.

‘Hush!’ Her mother put a hand on Rajula’s mouth and looked around fearfully. ‘Your father did his best,’ she repeated. Her voice dropped, ‘I … I did have other hopes … But what good would it have done had I protested?’

‘What hopes, Ija?’ Rajula whispered into her mother’s breast.

‘Nothing, nothing. It’s a woman’s lot to endure.’ She sighed. ‘Hundesh is so far away. Who knows when you’ll be able to visit us, once you get married! But … I hope you’ll always be happy, my child.’ She hugged Rajula so tightly that she squeezed the breath out of her.

A gathering chill was beginning to numb Rajula’s limbs. Her friends had been so excited at the thought of getting married, entering the world of adults. Why did her heart plummet, why did she feel so apprehensive? Her mother’s words added to her fears. Why was it a woman’s lot to always bear whatever the men decided for them? But as memories of what she had witnessed in the cave so long ago surfaced, she knew she could not dare to protest.

The dreams had begun that very night, creating further turmoil. What did they mean? Who was this young man? And why did she long to escape into the dream to be with him? Was … was her father using his magic to test her? The thought was insane. But her life had changed so unexpectedly that anything seemed possible now.
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The Fair

A languorous peace overcame Rajula as her gaze wandered in the depths of the valleys that criss-crossed before her. Light and shade, sharp purple mountain edges brushed with gold by the winter sun, streams like crumpled strips of silver streaking past black clumps of rock. Closer to her, dark green deodar trees stood firm and tall, while oaks turned the silvery undersides of their leaves against the breeze. A variety of shrubs spotted the hillside—rhododendron, juniper and goat’s-thorn—though the January frost had wilted the grass. Large, glossy black crows hopped about, their squawking punctuated by a woodpecker’s insistent tok-tok-tok from a nearby tree. They had stopped to enjoy a snack and a brief rest before they tramped on to their destination, Bageshwar. She had never felt so relaxed since the day her father had broken the news of her engagement to her.

Her friend Bhaguli spoilt it all. ‘This might be the last time you attend the Uttarayani Fair, Raju,’ she teased. Her coal-black eyes glittered as she squeezed Rajula’s arm with short, plump fingers.

‘Might be yours, too!’ Rajula retorted sharply. Bhaguli was to be married next month.

‘Why mine?’ Bhaguli pouted. ‘I can continue to come each year.’

‘Only if your husband wants to bring you,’ Rajula’s reply was swift. ‘My mother doesn’t get to go each time.’

‘Oh, stop it, you two!’ Their third friend Saru cried out. ‘Who knows what will happen when? But Raju, how will you manage to live in Tibet? Their ways will be so different!’

Bhaguli burst out laughing. ‘How will you talk to your husband? You’ll have to use sign language. Suppose he gets annoyed when you can’t understand what he says? Oh babba!’

‘Hunh … it’ll be his job to understand me!’ Rajula snapped. ‘He was the one eager to marry me—not I!’

The two friends were struck dumb for a moment. Finally, Saru spoke, ‘She’s right, Bhaga. Everyone says he sought our Raju because she’s like a heavenly apsara come to earth. But Raju, you never showed us the fabulous gifts people say he sent.’

Rajula pulled a face. ‘You can come and see them any time you want,’ she shrugged.

‘What a girl!’ Bhaguli exclaimed. ‘Anyone else would have been eager to show off the gold and the silks they say  you received. But of course, a Tibetan king would send double of what an ordinary—oh—stop it! Stop!’

She writhed with laughter as Rajula began to pinch and tickle her.

‘You stop going on about my future husband,’ Rajula giggled.

‘Get up, girls, it’s time to move on!’ It was Rajula’s mother. She threw them a sharp glance. ‘What’s so funny?’

Her tone was brusque, but Rajula sensed that she was happy to see her laughing in such a carefree manner, after a long, long time.

[image: image]

The sun had slid a good way towards the horizon when they stretched out their tents on a level piece of ground high above the valley. The girls did what they could, driving the sheep and goats that had accompanied them into the pen that was quickly set up. The dogs helped them, of course, skilfully herding the animals. Soon the cooking fires were licking round the pots and the sharp aroma of red chillies and garlic sizzling in hot mustard oil began to stoke their hunger. The march always stirred up their appetites. Men squatted on the ground in little groups, munching nuts, punctuating the anecdotes they were exchanging with loud cracks as they broke walnuts open.

[image: image]

Rajula drew a deep breath. It was always thrilling to set up camp in a new place, but this town, Bageshwar was special. They visited once a year at the time of the Uttarayani Fair in mid-January, when they would find plenty of customers for their goods. Uttarayani was an important festival. It was the day the sun entered the Makar zodiacal sign and began to move north. They also called it Ghughuti and celebrated by feeding crows sweets made of flour and jaggery in the shape of the small dove called ghughuti. People gathered in hordes to take a purifying bath at the confluence of the rivers Saryu and Gomti at Bageshwar. Crowded, bustling with energy—what a contrast this place was to the quiet meadows she was used to!

From the camp, the valley looked as if it had been carelessly splashed with brilliant colour. Snatches of song came to Rajula’s ear and fascinating scents wafted up. A strange sadness gripped her. Bhaguli was right. Once she got married, she might never experience this again. How would she cross the high mountains? And why would her husband let her come? Then she determinedly brushed away the rebellious tears that pricked her eyelids. Why worry about the future? She should concentrate on enjoying the present as much as she could.

She slipped into a sound sleep, soon after dinner was done. When she awoke the next morning, she got the vague feeling that something was different—and not just the new surroundings. Realization slammed  her with stunning force. The dream had not visited her last night!

She sat there dazed, conscious of a peculiar emptiness. The dream was disturbing. All the same, it had become such an essential part of her life. Why had it vanished? A weary gloom overtook her, a hollow feeling of betrayal. After winning her heart, had the man of her dreams abandoned her? Or was the change in scene responsible for it? Was he a spirit who resided in a particular place? Or … her father’s magic? The last thought made her shudder.

As she crouched there, head clutched in her hands, she heard her mother call. ‘Rajula! Come, child, we’re all going to the river to bathe. We’ll pay our respects to Lord Baghnath after that.’

Rajula experienced a spasm of irritation. She wanted to be left alone to think, to puzzle over this peculiar happening. ‘Ija, the water will be so cold!’ The protest was almost automatic.

‘You silly girl! How can you not take a dip in the river? Why did we come here, if not to bathe there at this auspicious time?’

Reluctantly Rajula rose. Maybe it would come back. Dreams were like that.

Another thought cheered her up even more. Maybe she could appeal to Lord Baghnath for help and guidance. She hurriedly gathered up a set of clothes, and joined her friends and the other women hurrying towards the river.

The crowds of people thronging the banks made her nervous—so many that the town seemed to be flowing into the river. People shopping, taking ritual dips, chanting prayers, or eating. A jumble of sound assailed her ears—the lowing of cows, the shrill music of a festive pipe, the drone of a priest’s voice, children laughing and yelling—was there anything missing from the scene?

Shivering, giggling, Rajula dunked herself in the cold water, along with her friends. Then they chased each other out and hurriedly changed into dry clothes.

‘What are you going to ask for, Raju?’ Bhaguli whispered. ‘I’m going to ask for a happy married life and prosperity for my future husband. But … yours is already so prosperous.’

Rajula bit down her irritation. This constant harping on her husband’s wealth infuriated her. To her, this betrothal was like some fantasy her father had conjured up. Her dream was far more real.

Suddenly she knew what she would pray for. That she be united with the man of her dreams. Yes, that’s what she would ask for, most fervently. Perhaps Lord Baghnath would answer her prayers.
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