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Prologue


Joymita: Delhi, 1998


Yesterday I met Kingshuk again. After eight years. It was during my evening walk, along the paths and avenues of Lakshmi Enclave, that I saw him standing outside Suralakshmi Villa talking to a group of men. Lakshmi Enclave is a private estate. A big board above the entrance gate reads – Private Property: No Thoroughfare. But I am family and the security guards know me.


‘Shuku!’ I called.


‘Mita!’ He turned his head. ‘How nice to see you! You haven’t changed a bit in all these years. You’re as slim and beautiful as ever!’


‘You’re pretty much the same too,’ I smiled up at him. ‘Barring a strand or two of grey. What’s happening here? Who are these people?’


‘The house is being demolished,’ Kingshuk answered. ‘Bapi da and Tutu da have handed it over to a developer. They are getting two flats each and ten lakhs in cash.’ He said this quite casually. As though he didn’t mind it in the least. As though it were the most natural thing in the world.


‘But why are they demolishing it? It is such a beautiful house. Built only forty years ago.’


‘Their wives want separate establishments. And they need the money.’ His lips twitched in amusement.


‘And you? What are you doing here?’


‘I … I’m buying a flat.’


‘Buying a flat?’


‘Huh,’ Kingshuk nodded. ‘At a special price. Fifty-five lakhs for sixteen hundred square feet. It’s a bargain,’ he hastened to elaborate. ‘Such a prime location! And the contractor has promised to use the best materials. He’s giving marble floors, granite in the kitchen, the latest fixtures and …’


‘But it’s your mother’s house!’ I burst out indignantly. ‘And those two are only her worthless stepsons …’


‘It’s their house now,’ Kingshuk interrupted firmly. But he didn’t meet my eye. He scuffled the grass at his feet with the tip of his boot.


‘But … surely …’


‘They are the inheritors. Baba’s Will … you know, Joymita!’


I knew the strange history of Suralakshmi Villa and its owner. The earlier part of it I had heard from my mother and elder sisters. The latter I had witnessed with my own eyes. ‘I know everything,’ I said sharply. ‘What I don’t know, what I don’t understand, is why you didn’t contest the Will.’


Kingshuk shook his head and waved away the suggestion. His eyes became soft and pleading like those of a dog begging for a biscuit. If he had a tail, I thought disgustedly, he would wag it.


‘And why in God’s name are you buying a flat here? Is there a dearth of apartment blocks in Delhi?’


‘I told you.’ Kingshuk’s face turned sullen and willful like that of a spoilt child. ‘I’m getting a special price. But,’ and now his face brightened a little, ‘there was one point I insisted upon.’


‘What point?’


‘I told them the building would continue to have the same name … Suralakshmi Villa. They didn’t agree at first. It would no longer be a villa, they argued, it would be an apartment block. They wanted to call it Moinak Mansion after Baba. But I put my foot down. It was built by my maternal grandfather, I reminded them, and was given to my mother. I would not stand for her name and memory to be erased. Bapi da resisted a little but Tutu da persuaded him to agree. Perhaps he was afraid I would contest the Will if they didn’t indulge me in this one thing.’


‘But do you really want to pay for something that is morally and ethically yours? Think of the …’ I was about to say ‘humiliation’ but managed to stop myself just in time. ‘What about your wife?’ I asked instead. ‘Does Deepa like the idea?’


‘N … no. Not really,’ Kingshuk frowned, ‘but she’ll come around. She always does.’


‘And Suro Pishi herself?’


‘Ma? Well, to tell you the truth … I haven’t asked her.’


‘Haven’t asked her?’


‘What would be the use?’ Kingshuk gave a short laugh. ‘She lives in a world of her own. Totally cut off from the real one. The only person who shares it or pretends to share it is Eidun Mashi.’


‘Do they write to you?’


‘Eidun Mashi does. Ma is feeling her age now. Her health isn’t too good and her eyesight is failing fast.’


‘I haven’t kept up with them for years. Are they still in Malda?’


‘Yes. Ma’s clinic in Peerpur is doing very well. Eidun Mashi says that they get patients from all the surrounding villages within a radius of five miles.’


‘I still feel you should write to her and find out how she feels about it.’


‘It would be a waste of time. When has anyone ever got a rational response from her?’


‘I only hope you know what you’re doing. It’s the strangest situation …’


‘Why do you say that?’ There was a touch of asperity in Kingshuk’s voice. ‘Bapi da and Tutu da are my brothers after all.’


I sighed. I’ve often thought Kingshuk had some loose screws in his head. Now I was convinced.


‘When did you come down to Delhi?’ I asked, changing the subject.


‘Yesterday evening. Six flats are up for sale. Tutu da sent me an SMS. He wanted to know if I was interested.’


Kingshuk’s mother Suralakshmi is my father Pratul Choudhury’s second cousin and my mother Nayantara’s best friend. She is the third daughter of Baba’s uncle, Rai Bahadur Indranath Choudhury. An ICS officer under the British, Rai Bahadur had retired as Postmaster General of India some years after Independence. I think I remember what he looked like but I’m not sure that my memories aren’t gleaned from the large portrait that still hangs in the visitors’ room of Mahalakshmi Villa, now a Home for Destitute Women. The face that looks out of it has a toothbrush moustache and a startled expression in the eyes. A scent of oranges, tart-sweet and pungent, comes wafting to my nostrils whenever I see it. My mother, given to the most preposterous exaggerations, tells me he always brought oranges, great golden globes with segments the size of a crescent moon, when he came to visit us.


His wife, our Lakshmi Dida, I’d never seen. She died some years before I was born. The face that looks out of her portrait, hanging on the opposite wall, is round and flat as a pancake and has several double chins. Everything about her is large and loud – from the broad border of her sari and the big dab of sindoor on her brow to the jewellery that hangs in masses from her neck and arms. I’ve heard Ma say that she was very bossy and dictatorial and her voice, big and booming, could turn her Rai Bahadur husband into a mass of quivering jelly. As a young girl, looking at the two portraits, I often thought that Lakshmi Dida must have borne about the same relationship to her husband as a colourful double-decker bus bears to a Maruti 800. Her daughters – she had five – were all like her. Large and loud and fair. Barring the third, Suralakshmi, whom we call Suro Pishi. She was gentle and soft-spoken, tall and slender, with an almond-shaped face and narrow tip-tilted eyes. There’s a photograph of her in my mother’s album. A typical studio photo of the fifties. A girl of about twenty standing by a table, her hand resting on some paper flowers in a vase. There is something exotic and alien about that face. Far Eastern.


The other daughters, in order of seniority, were named Mahalakshmi, Kanaklakshmi, Dhanalakshmi and Rajlakshmi. In accordance with the social norms of the forties, Rai Bahadur found a husband for his eldest daughter when she was fifteen. Mahalakshmi was married with great pomp and ceremony but within a year she returned to her father’s house – a widow. Lakshmi Dida, crazed with shock and pain – she lay in bed for a month with her face to the wall – took a vow. She would keep her other daughters unwed. They would be educated and encouraged to take up careers. Once settled and independent, they would be free to find their own husbands. But that was entirely a matter of choice. No pressure would be exerted, and no interference brooked from any quarter. Such a thing was unheard-of at the time. But Lakshmi Dida stuck to her resolve, brushing aside the feeble objections raised by her husband as she would a couple of troublesome flies.


She never regretted her decision. All her daughters did well. Mahalakshmi took a Master’s degree in English Literature, worked as a lecturer in a prestigious women’s college in Delhi and, later, became a well-known social worker. Dhanalakshmi, the least meritorious of the five, began her career as a telephone operator in the Department of Posts and Telegraphs but, by dogged determination and hard work, rose to the position of a section officer. Suralakshmi, the brightest among the five and her father’s favourite, decided to study medicine. A star pupil of Lady Hardinge Medical College, she eventually became one of the best-known gynaecologists of Delhi. Of the younger two, one was a receptionist in a hotel and the other, a school teacher. Eventually, all the girls, barring Mahalakshmi, found husbands. Suralakshmi, last of all, at the age of thirty-one, married a man eighteen years her senior.


Some time in the late forties or early fifties, Rai Bahadur bought a large tract of land in South Delhi. Everyone who knew him thought he had gone mad as it was located at a vast distance from the city. All one could see, for miles and miles around, were thorny scrubs dotted with fields of cauliflower and mustard. But the astute Rai Bahadur had recognized its potential. DLF was developing large areas in the south and soon it would become a prime property of Delhi. The land faced the road that ran in a gentle sweep right up to the Qutab Minar. Behind it was a dairy village. It was from the Jat milkmen that he bought the land at the absurd sum of two thousand five hundred rupees an acre. I believe he tried to motivate my father into buying a piece of land adjoining his, but Baba shied away. He didn’t have the money, he said. Typical of my father, he did buy a plot in the vicinity but many years later at an exorbitant price.


Over the next ten years or so, Rai Bahadur developed his two acres into a neat and compact private colony. Five identical villas were built for his five daughters, in the newly fashionable duplex style, with their names carved in white marble over the rose-red brick of the facade. Paths and avenues were laid out between the houses and a variety of exotic trees and creepers planted. Lakshmi Enclave is possibly the only place in Delhi where one might see cork, rudraksh, rosewood, camphor and kadam trees. Suro Pishi had inherited her father’s great love of trees, and collected cuttings and roots of rare botanical specimens from wherever she could. One can still see some cardamom growing at the base of a huge red resin tree in one corner of her back lawn and a delightful bush of sorrel – the leaves fine as flakes of onion skin and tinted in the most unusual shades of pink and green. Clusters of fruit hang, like elongated stars, between the papery wisps. Green-white. Translucent. As though carved from Chinese jade.


At the far end of the property, an old stone wall dating from the Khilji period forms a natural boundary. It is dark and mossy with a strange haunting beauty. Even as I stood talking to Kingshuk, I could see the sun setting beyond the wall, the last flickers of topaz and orange licking with quick, darting tongues, the roses and the honeysuckle growing over it. A flock of birds streamed past, whistling to one another in farewell. Farewell call. Something stirred in my memory.


I turned to Kingshuk. ‘What was it that Suro Pishi said when she left Suralakshmi Villa?’ I asked.


‘She said, “I hear the farewell call.”’









I


The Witch: Malda, 1956


Eidun was twelve when her father fell in love with her. Her body had just started putting out tender sprigs with tiny buds rippling at the tips. Her mind was a sea of rain-washed leaves. Tremulous and teary. Brimming over. Perhaps that was the reason her father fell in love with her. He liked to see women weep.


On the nights when he drew the sack curtain against the others, Eidun rose from her kantha at first light and stepping over the crumbling wall of the mosque, came and stood in the graveyard.


‘Ai Eidun,’ her dead grandmother beckoned to her with skeletal fingers, and the dying moon and stars nodded their heads at the girl. Eidun sank on her haunches by the aush vine that had pushed a pale green shoot through the brown earth of Zaitoon Bibi’s grave six months ago and now ran lush and wanton all over it.


‘O lo! O Eidun!’ The dead woman’s voice called in a cracked whisper. ‘Why do you weep?’


‘Nani, go!’ Eidun let her tears fall on the spiky leaves and paddy-gold flowers of the aush. ‘Why don’t you take me in your arms and let me lie beside you? To sleep under the moon and stars?’


‘Hush, child!’ the ancient voice rumbled from a phlegmfilled throat. ‘Why should you lie beside me? There’s bhaat in your father’s house. Eat your fill and wait for the prince who is coming for you.’


‘Prince!’ Eidun’s voice was resentful. ‘There is no prince.’


‘There is. There must be. You were born for some other world. Some other destiny. You will live your life with someone kind and beautiful. You will know love such as you’ve never known before. I knew that the moment you were born. Be patient … wait … wait.’


The voice wavered like a dying flame and was snuffed out as an enormous crimson sun tilted its head precariously from the edge of Pannajhuri lake. ‘Don’t go, Nani. Don’t go!’ Eidun flung herself on the grave, the rough leaves and fronds of the aush chafing her tender breasts. ‘Take me with you!’


But the grandmother was gone and so were the moon and stars with her. And now the sun rose, a great flaming orb against which a cloud of bats wheeled, their crooked wings moving in languorous silence. Eidun trembled and balls of sweat, large and heavy as raindrops, broke out all over her body. The night of dread was over but another day and another night awaited her …


‘Bh-a-a-at …’ Zaitoon Bibi’s voice came to her ears in a long-drawn-out croak, ‘Bh-a-a-at …’ Eidun’s lips twisted in a bitter smile. In the last days of her life, Nani had thought and spoken of nothing but rice. And the obsession had followed her to the grave …


Zaitoon Bibi had lived at the far edge of Hasanpur in a tiny hovel with nothing in it except a mud pot and a tattered kantha. The few square yards of ground around it was parched stony earth. Nothing grew on it except a tamarind tree whose branches swept the roof of the hut. The tree was as old and gnarled, as starved and barren as its mistress. They had both yielded fruit, year after year, in their breeding years but now there was nothing left in their wombs but a raging hunger that burned day and night, feeding on them like a canker … nibbling, gnawing, hollowing their bodies from within.


Zaitoon Bibi rose at dawn each day and, rubbing the catarrh from her eyes with the edge of the rag she wore, came and squatted under the tree, her form dark and shadowy against the hoary trunk. She sat in infinite patience, her body immobile, till she saw her son-in-law Moin-ud-din approach, his daughter Eidun trailing behind him. ‘O Baba Moin!’ she called out ingratiatingly, ‘Up and about so early! Where are you taking the goats? To the east bank?’


Moin-ud-din drove his herd past her hut but did not deign to reply. ‘What a good hardworking boy!’ she tried again. ‘May Moulah’s blessings fall on your head, my son! May my years be added to yours.’


Moin-ud-din stopped but did not look back at her. Lifting his lungi, he scratched at a patch of ringworm on his thigh. ‘Hatt! Hatt!’ he prodded his goats with the babla branch he carried in his hand and sauntered on, chest puffed out in self-importance.


‘Eidun re!’ In her desperation to be heard, the old woman called out to her granddaughter. ‘Are they all well at home?’


‘All well, Nani,’ the girl answered quickly and hastened after her father.


‘Why do you waste your time talking to that old crone?’ Moin-ud-din barked at her. ‘Have you nothing better to do?’


‘I only answered her question.’


‘There’s no need to. Ignore her. She has the evil eye, and every child who comes near her shrivels up and dies. She has killed off all her own and now she is after mine. Have I not told you that, time and again?’


‘She has never harmed us, Abba.’


‘Why do you think your three brothers died in a row? Why so many of my children were stillborn. The old hag sucks the marrow from their bones while they are still in the womb and leaves them dead and dry as jute stalks. And that worthless woman, your mother, lets her.’


‘But Ojju Bubu is alive and Meroo Bubu and I and Jeeni.’


‘Hah!’ Moin-ud-din’s yellow teeth flashed in a bitter laugh. ‘She takes my sons and spares the girls who are of no use to me. Who eat my rice and talk back …’


‘I didn’t talk back, Abba. I only …’


‘Quiet! Disobey me once more and I will punish you. No ordinary punishment.’ He turned a baleful eye on her. ‘Something so terrible you’ll wish you were dead.’


‘I wish I were dead already,’ Eidun muttered, taking care not to let her words reach her father’s ears.


For a long time Zaitoon Bibi sat where she was. Then, after the two figures had disappeared beyond the grove of mango trees that separated the villages of Hasanpur and Peerpur, she straightened her back, her hump throbbing as though red-hot needles were being jabbed into it, and rose to her feet. Reaching for the length of bamboo that served her as a walking stick, she started off on her long, slow, daily hobble to the other end of the village where the terracotta palaces of the ancient kingdom of Goud were crumbling to dust. Where her daughter Ruksana lived …


Part of her way lay through the Hindu palli. As she walked past the pond, stopping from time to time to pick a few greens and herbs that grew at the edge, she saw someone approaching her from the opposite direction. It was a young woman dressed in a coarse but crackling new sari with rows of plastic bangles on her arms. Her brow and parting were bright red with sindoor, and a tiny gold stud winked wickedly from one nostril. She walked with an attitude, her body swaying this way and that, the brass pot at her hip swinging lasciviously.


‘Who are you, girl? Are you from Peerpur?’ Zaitoon Bibi put up a hand to shield her eyes from the sun’s glare and peered into the face before her. Her mouth opened in a grin. ‘Aa maran!’ she exclaimed. ‘These old eyes are no good to me these days. Of course I know who you are. You are Madhusudan’s new bride, aren’t you?’ The girl simpered and looked demure but did not answer. ‘Your mother-in-law has put you to work already, I see.’ Zaitoon Bibi frowned in annoyance. ‘What can she be thinking of? A bride of yesterday being sent out to fetch water! Chhi! Chhi! Chhi! I must have a word with her.’


Still, the girl didn’t speak. She didn’t go away, either. ‘But Madhu is kinder to you, is he not?’ Zaitoon Bibi grinned and stroked the downy cheek with her claw-like fingers. ‘Tell me, Naat Bou,’ she inched close. ‘What does he do with you at night? Does he kiss this pretty face mchoo mchoo like this?’ Her toothless mouth puckered up and she made kissing sounds in the air.


‘Jah!’ the girl gave her a little push but didn’t look displeased. ‘You’re a nosy old woman.’ Tossing her head, she flounced away. ‘I won’t tell you a thing.’


‘O lo!’ Zaitoon Bibi called after her. ‘I may be a nosy old woman today, but I was young once. And loved by my husband just as you are.’


The girl looked back with a smile. ‘I’m Eidun’s friend,’ she said. ‘Tell her to come and see me.’


‘But I don’t know your name.’


‘Anjana.’


The old woman hobbled on. She felt tired already though she hadn’t walked even half the way. Passing Nitai Pal’s cowshed, she peeped in. A fat black woman squatted on the ground, squeezing the udders of a bony, white cow that looked as sick and dispirited as its mistress was vigorous and healthy.


Really! Zaitoon Bibi thought indignantly. These people know nothing about rearing cows. She had kept a cow while living in Peerpur. Her beloved Begum jaan. What a glossy black coat she had! What clear shining eyes! She had taken Begum every day, at dawn, to the east bank of the lake where the tenderest grass grew. She had saved all the fruit and vegetable peelings of the household and fed them to her with her own hands. She had even stolen rice from her mother-in-law’s kitchen and dumped it surreptitiously in Begum’s trough. She had washed her and dried her coat. She had talked and sung to her.


She remembered Begum’s last day in Peerpur. Begum had sensed that she was being forced out of the house. That she was leaving, never to return. She had nuzzled Zaitoon Bibi’s neck and breast and looked at her with pleading eyes. Zaitoon Bibi could swear that she had seen tears running down Begum’s cheeks. Poor Begum! Who knows what became of her? Cows are like human beings, she thought wistfully, they need to be loved and nurtured.


She sighed and fixed her glance on the white cow. It looked as though it was ready to drop down dead any moment. Its head hung listlessly to one side and it seemed too tired even to lift its tail and wave away the flies that buzzed around its emaciated rump. Zaitoon Bibi opened her mouth to impart some wisdom in the woman’s ears but thought better of it. There were more important matters at hand.


‘O lo! O Shona Bou!’ Zaitoon Bibi called.


‘Ke? Oh, it’s you!’ The woman rose to her feet. She held a small pot of milk in one hand. A naked baby hung precariously from one hip.


‘How is Nitai today? Has the fever gone?’


‘Yes. The fever and vomiting have both gone. He ate rice and fish broth for the first time yesterday. He wants to go back to work in a day or two.’


‘Allah be praised! But work can wait. He must get back his strength first.’


‘That’s what I tell him. But will he listen?’


Zaitoon Bibi was very tired by now. Her legs were shaking and she was hungry and thirsty. She wished Shona Bou would invite her into the house to rest and offer her a pot of water and a lump of gur. But just at this point the baby created a diversion. It set up a piercing wail and began kicking and screaming, beating his little fists against his mother’s breast.


‘Hai Allah!’ Zaitoon Bibi cried out, startled. ‘What ails the boy?’


‘He has the shitting sickness. His belly’s been running like rain since yesterday.’


‘Ah … the poor little mite.’ Zaitoon Bibi fished into the pile of greens she had collected in a corner of her sari and came up with a handful. ‘Here, take these. These are gandal leaves. I picked them for Rukku. She birthed a boy day before yesterday and she too has the shitting sickness, as new mothers do.’


Seeing Shona Bou look at the leaves as though she did not know what to do with them, the old woman explained: ‘They have to be boiled for half an hour, then cooled and strained through a clean cloth and fed to the baby three or four times today. And only the thinnest rice gruel. No milk.’


Shona Bou hurried into the house with the bawling baby. Zaitoon Bibi sighed and started walking again. She passed a number of homesteads but there was no one outside and she was hesitant to walk in without permission. Then, after what seemed an inordinately long time, she came across old Harihar Kundu sitting in a canvas chair on the veranda of his house, smoking a hookah. Zaitoon Bibi dragged her feet over the last few steps and dropped down on the floor beside him. He looked at her out of the corner of his eye but said nothing.


‘Ki go, Hari Dada!’ Zaitoon Bibi said as soon as she had recovered her breath. ‘Why are you sitting all alone, puffing phuruth phuruth at your hookah? Where are all your cronies?’


Harihar Kundu frowned. ‘At my age,’ he answered, his jowls shaking with self-pity, ‘cronies are either dead or dying. What else can I do but sit alone and wait to join them?’


‘Allah forbid!’ Zaitoon Bibi touched her ears and bit her tongue. ‘You are in fine condition. Don’t tempt Providence by uttering such unholy words.’


‘Hmph!’The old man grunted and turned a baleful glance on her. ‘And you … you’re no chicken either. What are you doing walking this distance every day at your age? All for a meal. What’s wrong with Moin? He passes your hut every morning on his way to the lake. Why can’t he carry some food for you?’


‘He leaves the house at dawn. The cooking is done much later.’


‘He can bring you some dry provisions, can’t he?’


‘He has offered to … many times,’ she lied glibly, ‘but the truth is, Hari Dada, my cooking days are over. I don’t have the energy anymore.’


‘Strange! You have the energy to walk two miles and back in sun, wind and rain every day! But you can’t find the energy to light a couple of faggots and set a pot to boil!’


Zaitoon Bibi was trapped. She waited a few seconds, then lowered her voice and said as though sharing a fiercely guarded secret. ‘You see, Hari Dada, Rukku is my only child. And she doesn’t keep good health. I cannot let a day go by without seeing her once at least.’


‘Nonsense! You’ll drop down dead one of these days with all this walking.’


‘I … I … could I have some water, Hari Dada?’


‘Yes, yes. Why not? Ore ke acchish re!’ He turned his head to the door and roared in a voice that belied his eighty-three years. ‘Zaitoon is here. She wants some water.’


Zaitoon Bibi understood why he had made a point of mentioning her name. Separate vessels were kept in Hindu households for Muslims. But the knowledge brought no bitterness. Different people behave in different ways, she thought in easy acceptance. Allah tells us to live and let live.


In a while, one of Harihar’s granddaughters came in with an earthen pot of water and a large coconut ball wrapped in a piece of banana leaf. ‘Here, Nani,’ she held her hands out with a smile. She watched as the old woman drained the pot in one swallow and said, her eyes round with surprise, ‘You were really thirsty! Do you want some more?’


‘In a while. After I’ve eaten.’ Zaitoon Bibi ate the sweet sticky confection greedily, rolling it over and over between her toothless gums, then drank some more water and sighed in satisfaction.


‘Thank you, child,’ she said, wiping her mouth with the end of her sari. ‘May Allah shower his blessings on you!’ She sat comfortably, her back resting against a pillar, chatting with her host, picking up the thread of conversation they had been having before it became embarrassing.


‘Where is Gopal Babu?’ she asked. ‘He’s neither dead nor dying. I saw him only yesterday.’


‘Gopal has gone to Malda town for a bride-viewing.’


‘For whom?’


‘His grandson Lalit.’


‘Lalu!’ Zaitoon Bibi exclaimed. ‘Is he old enough to get married?’


‘Gopal seems to think so. He’s bent on seeing another generation of his line before his death.’


Zaitoon Bibi sighed. Little Lalu, she thought. It seems only the other day that he was born. I helped with the birthing. It was a difficult delivery. Mouthing a few stock phrases about how swiftly time passes, Zaitoon Bibi rose to her feet. But she couldn’t resist giving the old man a piece of parting advice.


‘Why don’t you smoke cigarettes instead of a hookah, Hari Dada? No one smokes a hookah anymore. It makes so much more work for the women of the house.’


‘I hate cigarettes!’ Harihar Kundu snapped angrily. ‘Piddling little things. My father smoked a hookah and his father before him. And I’ll do so to the end of my days. More work for the women of the house indeed! Are their bones mossed over that they can’t haul a few coals from the fire for their father-in-law?’


An hour later, Zaitoon Bibi stood outside the broken archway that led to the cluster of tenements that housed the poorest Muslims of Malda. Her breath came and went as though her lungs were a pair of bellows. Her legs tottered under her feather-light torso and runnels of sweat streamed down her face, getting lodged in the hot, brown creases. She looked around furtively. There was no one nearby.


‘Rukku,’ she called softly, ‘Rukku!’ But just as she took a step forward, her eldest granddaughter turned a corner and walked towards her. The end of the girl’s sari was damp and sagging under a pile of kolmi greens. Some of the stems had escaped the confines of the coarse brown cloth and hung out, waving fat green leaves and tendrils bursting with sap.


Zaitoon Bibi swallowed painfully. Ojju, whom she loved so much, was her sworn enemy. She was her father’s daughter entirely and hated her as much as he did. Her tongue spat venom more viciously than that of a snake. A wave of panic rose in the old woman’s breast. Conquering it with difficulty, she smiled, revealing grey puckered gums.


‘Ah! Look who’s here! Arjumand Banu! My beauty! My angel!’ The words rolled off her tongue unctuously though she knew very well that her granddaughter was neither beautiful nor angelic. Peering into the bundle at the girl’s waist, she sucked her cheeks greedily. ‘You picked kolmi? What will you make with it? Jhol or chenchki?’


‘What are you doing here?’ Ojju fixed a stern eye on her grandmother. ‘Hasn’t Abba told you to keep away from us?’


‘I came to see your mother. Jeeni said she had a belly ache.’


‘If she does, what’s that to you?’


‘I brought some kalmegh.’ Ignoring Ojju’s scornful snort, she went on with a sort of desperation. ‘I wanted to give it to her and tell her to grind the leaves to a paste and drink the juice on an empty stomach. Kalmegh is very good for nursing mothers. It relieves after-birth pangs.’


‘That’s a lie. You’re not here to give us anything. You’re here to fill your maw. To snatch from our mouths the little rice we have. You do it every day, you shameless …’


‘Tobah! Tobah! How you talk! Your father is a king. There’s enough rice in his house to fill twenty stomachs …’


‘You not only stuff that bottomless pit of your stomach from our share, you cast your evil eye on us. You’re a witch. Everyone knows …’


‘Moulah! Moulah!’ The old woman raised her hands to the sky.


‘Abba has complained about you to the elders of the village. They met yesterday and took a decision. They are going to make a public proclamation on Tuesday at the weekly haat.’


‘What proclamation?’


‘That you’re a witch. What else? You’d better not walk the village paths again. You’ll be stoned to death.’


‘But I … I’ve never,’ Zaitoon Bibi’s long thin face shook like a bamboo leaf in a storm. ‘I’ve never harmed anyone. I don’t even know how …’


‘Witch! Witch! Witch!’ Ojju shrieked shrilly. ‘Haven’t you stuffed your stomach already with all the blood it can hold? You want more? Get out of our tenement before I pick up my broomstick and lash the life out of you.’ Pushing the old woman aside with a sharp thrust of her elbow, she went in.


‘Ojju re!’ A feeble voice came from within. ‘How can you be so cruel? Your Nani is old and cannot fend for herself. Give her a handful of rice from the cooking pot. No one will miss it.’


‘You shut your mouth. What do you do all day except lie on your kantha and order me about? I must cook, scrub the vessels, wash your babies’ bums and also listen to your lectures. What do you take me for?’


‘Wait till you get married.’ The voice turned into a whimper. ‘Wait till you bear a child every year only to see it die before your eyes. Wait till all your flesh and blood is consumed and only the bones are left …’


‘Who kills your children? Don’t you know? Yet you let the blood-sucking witch come and eat from our share. Shame on you! Abba should have kicked you out long ago and brought another woman.’


‘Hai re!’ The mother broke into loud sobs. ‘What an evil fate is mine! My own daughter wants me out of the house. You’ll get a stepmother soon enough, never fear. You won’t have to wait for long.’


‘I hope so.’ Ojju’s mouth tightened cruelly around her buck teeth. ‘And you …’ she turned on her grandmother who had tottered to a heap on the ground. ‘Get up this minute and go back to your hellhole if you value your daughter’s life. Abba said he would come home early today. You know what he’ll do to your precious Rukku if he finds you here.’ Picking up the broom that rested in one corner, she waved it in the old woman’s face …


Zaitoon Bibi sat outside her hovel under the tamarind tree, her bony back fitting neatly into the hollow of its trunk. It was the hour of twilight. The shadows of tree and woman had moved away and merged with the dark. The old woman clutched her stomach. How empty it felt! No, not empty. It was swollen with a cold, bleak wind that moved upwards, clawing for space, sending spasms of pain shrieking through her ribs. Her mouth quivered and pouted like a child’s. Amma re-e-e! she wept for her mother, dead and buried these fifty years. Khete de! Khidei mori … (Give me food. I am dying of hunger.) She peered out into the night, ears cocked, as though she really expected her mother to come to her with a bowl of rice in her hands. Then, when all she could see was the deepening dusk and all she could hear was the rushing of bats’ wings in the branches above her head, she opened the knot in her sari in which the kalmegh leaves she had gathered that morning lay dark and wilting. She took a few and crammed them into her mouth. At the first hit of the bitter black juice, her empty stomach revolted and she vomited noisily on the bare earth.


Her head reeled and sank on her breast. Miyan go-o-o! she groaned, calling out to the husband who had left the world so long ago that she had lost count of the years. Tu kotha …? (Where are you?)


With this cry, the present receded and the past was with her. She was sitting on a mat on the floor of her husband’s house in Peerpur, his head in her lap. She was stroking his hair and he was looking into her face with tiny, twinkling eyes. It was a pretty face. Heart-shaped with a hint of a cleft in the chin, surprisingly light eyes and a glittering black mole on a smooth brown cheek. She had been the belle of the village then, and many an eye had turned to look at her as she walked to the pond, long neck held high, hips swaying, a smile on her lips. Ruksana had inherited her looks and passed them on to Eidun. The dregs had been shared by Meroo and Jeeni. Only poor Ojju had been forgotten.


The thought of Ojju brought Zaitoon Bibi with a jerk, to the present. Ojju was the image of her father. Tall and brawny with a great slab of a face. She was twenty-one and unwed. Her second sister Meroo had been married these five years to Shamsul, the barber in Malda town, and was the mother of two already with a third one moving in her belly. Offers came for Eidun; even for ten-year-old Jeeni, but none for Ojju. Even sixty-year-old Saifullah Sheikh had refused to take her for a third wife. No wonder her heart burned with spite and envy …


Zaitoon Bibi remembered the threatening broom. Poor Ojju! she thought sadly. She hates everybody. She thinks no one loves her. Not her father though she obeys every command of his. Not her mother though she does all the work of the house. Not I although it was I who first took her in my arms, showered her with blessings, and gave her the name of a queen. Arjumand Banu, I called her. It’s Eidun, she thinks, we all love! She suffers, the little one, but no one senses her suffering. We only see her anger and judge her. A husband and a few children and all her troubles will be over! Allah go! she prayed, raising her hands in the air. Send her a man. Rich or poor … it does not matter. Only let him be a good man. All she needs is a little tenderness.


Even as she sat bemoaning Ojju’s fate, she heard footsteps and a hum of voices in the distance. Peering into the dark she saw a small knot of men walking towards her. Her heart leaped up with hope. She would ask them for some food. Surely they wouldn’t grudge her a handful of rice if she told them she had starved all day. They would go home and one of them would send her some. She saw it before her eyes. A neat mound stacked on a banana leaf with a tiny heap of salt and two green chillies. She sucked in her cheeks and swallowed.


They were close enough now for her to make out their forms. Saifullah Sheikh, the village headman, walked in front, his burly, rough-tongued son Shahid by his side. Behind them came Rasool the grocer, Aslam the fishmonger, Nayeem the blacksmith, and Ekram the caretaker of the mosque. There were some Hindus among them too. She could see the lanky form of Nitai Pal’s brother Niranjan, the dark, good-looking Madhusudan Das, and two of Biswajeet Saha’s sons. There were some others she could not recognize. Moin-ud-din stood right at the back, a little apart from the others.


‘Baba Moin,’ her voice trembled as she addressed her son-inlaw, ‘I am dying of hunger. Not a grain has passed through my lips all day. I went to see Rukku this morning. I hoped for …’ But her plea was cut short.


‘Zaitoon Khala,’ Shahid Sheikh’s harsh voice broke into her ears. ‘We cannot let you live in our village anymore. You must leave at once.’


‘Leave?’ Zaitoon Bibi turned her eyes on the faces before her, one by one. ‘Leave the village? Where shall I go?’


‘Go back to Peerpur. From where you came.’


‘But I have no one in Peerpur.’


‘Your husband’s family is there. His brothers and their sons.’


‘But they threw me out.’ She looked hopefully at Saifullah Sheikh, appealing to him as the oldest and wisest of the group. ‘They threw me out the day I was widowed. My mother-in-law took away my gold nose stud and silver bangles as soon as I returned from the burial. “Get out,” she said, “and don’t show your face here again.” I begged and pleaded. I told her what she knew already. That I had no one in the world. But she wouldn’t relent. “Get out, you cat-eyed witch,” she screamed and told her sons to push me out of the door. I took Rukku in my arms, she was only two then, and walked all the way to Hasanpur. What else could I do?’


Saifullah Sheikh gave an embarrassed cough and said solemnly, ‘We know all that, Zaitoon Bibi. That is why we have let you live amongst us all these years. But we can’t allow it any longer. Your presence is not safe for us.’


‘Why? What have I done?’


‘You came to our cowshed this morning,’ Niranjan Pal’s shrill treble rose in the air, ‘and as soon as you left, our Dhabali sank down on a stack of hay. She hasn’t risen since then or eaten anything. She’s dying.’


There was a clamour of shocked exclamations, then Shahid’s voice hissed in her ears like that of an angry snake. ‘And Moin’s newborn son died an hour after you left his house. You still ask what you have done? You’re a witch. A blood-sucking witch. You’re dangerous!’


And now two sharp flames flickered in Zaitoon Bibi’s dim old eyes. The foul, bitter taste of the kalmegh rose from her stomach and filled her mouth. She spat on the ground and cried out in a trembling voice, ‘Nitai’s cow was half-dead when I saw her this morning. I thought of warning Shona Bou but she, poor thing, was so distraught with Nitai and the baby both ill, that I didn’t want to add to her worries. As for Moin’s son, he died because Moin has a secret disease in his loins. My daughter gives birth year after year. But the tiny mites are either stillborn or die after a few days. What do I have to do with it?’


‘You are making a false accusation, Zaitoon Khala.’ Aslam, Moin-ud-din’s partner in his frequent trips to Bilkees Banu’s brothel in Malda town, spoke in his defence. ‘You may say what you like. We cannot stop you. But can you deny that all your own sons died? That only your daughter survived? Did your husband have a secret disease too? Did your mother-in-law call you a cat-eyed witch for nothing?’


‘But … but …’


‘Poor woman! You killed her son and grandsons! What else could she do but throw you out? And now you’ve done the same thing all over again. Moin’s daughters you spared but what use are daughters? A man needs sons. He wants you out of the village and so do we all.’


‘But I have nowhere to go.’ The flames in Zaitoon Bibi’s eyes died down to ashes. ‘I’m old and feeble. I don’t have the strength …’


‘We give you three days. Then we’ll do what we must.’


‘What will you do?’


‘You’ll see.’


Zaitoon Bibi sat where she was, her back resting against the tamarind trunk. The men had left hours ago but she wasn’t thinking of them or their threats. Her head was filled with thoughts of a distant past and she was reliving every minute of it. The long walk from Peerpur with Rukku in her arms, passing the mango grove, then sinking on her aching legs under the shade of this tree. It had been young then. Strong and sturdy. The branches above her head had hung heavy with fruit. Great swelling bunches of pods filled with tart-sweet flesh. She had built a hut beside it with her own hands, using sticks, stones, straw and whatever else she could find. The tree had helped. It had spread its rich branches over the hut to form a natural roof. It had showered its fruit on the ground; which she had gathered, cut, scraped and dried and sold at the haat week after week. Hers was the best, the richest, the pulpiest tamarind and people bought readily from her. The tree had protected her and given her a livelihood …


Rukku had grown under its shade from a scrawny infant to a maid so lissome and lovely that old Zulfikar Quddus had been ready to pay two hundred rupees for her. For Zaitoon Bibi, who had never seen two rupees together, two hundred was worth a king’s ransom. But she had no intention of selling her daughter. She preferred the penniless but strong, hardworking goatherd, Moin-ud-din Mirdha. Rukku had been happy in the beginning. She had borne four healthy daughters and then … then the curse had come upon her. The old woman’s heart swelled with pity. Poor Rukku! Broken in body and spirit. The little girls too! How much they suffered! Whoever carried a drop of Zaitoon Bibi’s blood in her veins suffered. Ojju! Unwanted and unloved. Vicious and violent with the injustice of fate. Meroo, living her mother’s life all over again, with an abusive husband and a child every year. And Eidun … dear sweet Eidun … whom her father loved in a sick unnatural way. Rukku knew but was powerless to protect her. It is my fault, Zaitoon Bibi thought, her heart twisting with pain … I have passed on the curse to my progeny.


She sighed. The men had given her three days to leave the village. But three or thirty, it meant nothing to her. She had neither the strength nor the will to move …


On the fourth night, a few hours before dawn, a fire broke out, engulfing hovel and tree in a mass of dancing flames. No one heard the old woman’s screams or the frightened swishing of the tamarind branches. No one came near them. The village slept in peace.


Next morning on her way to the lake, Eidun was overcome by a strange sensation. It grew stronger as she approached her grandmother’s hut. Above her head an ugly black cloud hung in a brilliant blue sky. The air felt warmer and smelled different. Eidun was frightened.


‘Stop, Abba!’ she called. ‘Something is wrong. Terribly wrong.’ But her father did not hear her. Swishing his babla branch he urged the goats forward and walked on with rapid strides.


‘Nani! Nani go!’ Eidun ran, screaming, her eyes burning from the pungent haze, her body streaming with sweat from the heat.


And then she saw them. Woman and tree … two charred old bodies … locked in an embrace.









II


The Laurels,


Goldfern Tea Estate, Kurseong


11.9.1956


Dear Suro,
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