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Like the ocean


be vast and unknown,


but if you cannot,


like the river,


be free and forever flowing,


but if that too be hard,


then, still as that mystic water,


be whose deeps no eye can see.
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WHAT CAN I SAY THAT MIGHT EVEN SCRATCH THE surface of who she was? She was a quiet one, always. When she was born, her face and body had so much hair, I was shocked. As a child, I used to have long, beautiful hair, until the water in Veni’s father’s house ruined everything. My first thought when I saw her was concern for all that hair. I could sweetly imagine braiding it with flowers, tying it in ribbons, oiling it and teaching the girl how to care for it. After all, when it comes to women, caring for one’s hair is a form of self-love. I knew I’d teach all of this to my daughter. Her father, though, had other ideas. He wanted to name her Rajalakshmi. I told him straight – I didn’t like the name. I wanted a name that wasn’t tied to one single meaning or even to him or his family. He was a sly one – I could see that by choosing the name Rajalakshmi, he was also immortalizing his mother whose name was Lakshmi. That witch! Ayyo, for as long as she was able to move about, she was such a pain for me. Now that she is bedridden and cannot walk around due to the stroke, her incessant nagging has reduced, and I no longer have to suffer her criticisms of thisthatandother. So, I put my foot down for ‘Sriveni’ – she is named after a river, braided hair, a flood; so many meanings the word has.




Like a river in spate,


bearing water like a mother


bears her unborn,


so she goes, in this unseasonal rain


bursting the banks


walk along, if you must,


but step away to let her pass,


walk along, only walk along.





She was my first, and I was beside myself with fear that I might drop her or hold her too tight or smother her when she fed from my breast. I would often give her tiny pinches to make sure she was breathing because when I was a child myself, my beloved pet, a rabbit, suddenly stopped breathing one day and I, who was sleeping next to him, had no idea how long he lay dead beside me under the folds of my davani. When I became a mother for the first time, I was so afraid my baby would die for no apparent reason that I watched her all the time and touched her excessively, until the old woman calmed my fears and showed me that she was no rabbit; she was, in fact, a small tornado, a force of nature, and my qualms were put to rest. She was born to be called Veni. Her hair had unmatched beauty and we taught her how to take care of it as one would a sunrise-dream or a precious pearl. That is why I cannot believe she would do what they are saying she did. It is impossible. I shudder to think that Veni would do something so hideous. You see, a mother knows. Would you both like some water? We still keep ours medicated with herbs the old woman taught us about – the taste is something else altogether. There you go. What were you saying? Yes, I was saying that in my bones, I can feel it. She will return, my Veni, in all her crowning glory and then you can take your scurrilous chat about her cutting her hair, burning it – my lord! Strike the thought down! You will see what I say come true and then you will be served right, all of you. I don’t know why her Appa thinks like the others too. One’s own daughter – does one ever abandon one’s child this way? Her brothers, the woe that has befallen them. To lose their sister, to have all of life’s possibilities cut off, to never be able to dream of ... this is fated to be. But they are loving boys, who, like us, have learned to wait. So long as they remember what Veni is capable of, they know she will return. Don’t you remember, ei Appayi, that time when she was returning from Pudukottai and the bus overturned? Sixteen children died and so many were injured. Veni’s foot was damaged permanently and her dream of being a dancer died right then. We had all thought this would be the end of her dream but when she recovered in eight months, Veni was back to learning at school; it was as if she could not wait to get back into the world. Such a child, you are all saying, has done these things? Is it even possible? But who am I talking to? The old woman barely pays attention to what goes about her. And you people, what have you brought my family besides more grief, more pain? I feel like I’m speaking to walls, but a mother’s heart is never wrong; you wait and see. How much love I taught her for her hair, you ask her when you find her. It was the colour of Krishna’s face – there was a shine to it even when we did not oil or tend to it regularly. Even as a ten-year-old, she had hair that reached her tiny hips, weighing down her head so heavily that she would cry that her neck hurt. Aatha and I would then sit her down and gently trim the ends while massaging her neck with heated velakkennai in which Aatha added some nilagiri leaves, castor oil and eucalyptus, an age-old combination in our home for dealing with aches and pains. Then, while the little one was on our laps, we would both take some ellennai concoction made by Aatha and I would start by rubbing it on top of the head, the uccantalai, and a little behind me, Aatha would take in her hands the ends of Veni’s long hair, the fragrance of the sesame oil filling up our little room. She lay there between our laps, her big black eyes looking at the ceiling, playing with her little hands and asking an endless series of questions, and Aatha would tell her of the different uses that household fruits and vegetables could be put to or how one could read the skies for rain or how to do arithmetic in the head with the help of red seeds. Mostly, I would stay quiet listening to the two twitter away, my head filled with other worries but becalmed by the ritual of oiling that I enjoyed privately in that hour of the day. Their chatter left me a rare moment of quiet in that always-busy house, and being silent was a relief. My fingers and palms would heat up as I rubbed and massaged her scalp, making sure the oil penetrated the roots, its nutritive life feeding her hair with health and beauty. Sometimes, I would sing her old songs I had heard my mother and aunts sing. Sometimes, she would lisp along in her child-like way, missing many words and making up her own, and soon, Aatha would be humming too.




The noon-sun slipped in through my window,


Its shadows dance on my little one’s face.


I catch a dot in my palm, but it escapes!


I almost had it, but you cannot catch the light —


so, I rubbed it on my little one’s cheeks,


poured it into her closed eyes,


and warmed her neck with some,


but light comes with her sister, darkness,


and when I played with the shadows,


kneading and cupping the white, alas,


my little one swallowed the black!





Aatha’s oil-making skills were legendary in those days: there was nothing that couldn’t go into the oil and provide some rich benefit to the user. Hibiscus was her favourite – cemparutti leaves, flowers, fruit, even bark she would add to sesame or coconut oil, along with kariveppilai, cukku, vendayam, thippili, vēppela, malli ilai, tulasi, vetiver, nellikka and, of course, nilagiri for keeping lice and other pests at bay. The fragrant mixture could both cool the hair and warm the scalp, and was guaranteed to bring sound sleep, energize the body and calm anger and despair, Aatha said. But there is no safeguard against sorrow – here, even the old woman couldn’t save Veni with her oils or her stories. The house has become soundless now that the expectant mothers don’t come any more. At one point, there was no time during the day for any work other than sewa to these girls. How that old woman knew, don’t ask me. I tried often to learn from watching her, listening to what she would whisper on the swollen bellies of the women, putting my ears to hear what the little pāpa said from inside – but no, I didn’t have the gift. I heard nothing, could say nothing, and had nothing to contribute other than being an assistant doing Aatha’s bidding and carrying out her commands. Still, watching the women come in with their brows all knotted up and leave with big, beaming smiles made my heart sing. And so many brought things to eat: homemade murukku, ulundhu kali, paniyaram, kuzhambu, laddu, seedai, whatnot. It was a tribute to the old woman whose hands and words wrought miracles, they said. Aatha’s massage skills were legendary: all she needed was some warm oil and the babies blossomed under her deft kneading and pulling. How many babies came into our home malnourished, unable to gain weight, sometimes born prematurely, but Aatha had a practised therapy for each and, under her supervision, the new mothers, so frantic for their tiny darlings, would learn how to hold a tot, how much pressure to put on the baby’s tender skin, how to gently exercise the baby by raising its toes to its forehead, releasing gas and helping its digestion. Most of all, Aatha taught that as the largest organ in the human body, the skin was also the most sensitive and human beings craved touch more than anything. Massage was, according to her, a way for love to take the physical form of affection, for, she said, babies who are starved of physical affection grow up warped and stunted in their minds. She held massage to be an indispensable skill for a young mother. How vivid those days stay in my mind – the old woman freely shared the tricks she knew but she kept her best and deepest truths for Veni. She was a teacher worth her weight in gold, I must say, and my own children, all three, thrived under the shade of her care. And why only my children? All the young mothers who came to our home learned how to take care of themselves during and after the pregnancy, for Aatha taught them to be self-reliant and educated the accompanying relatives to look for signs of distress. Aatha’s siddha made our lives meaningful. You want more of that water? I told you, the taste is not something you will forget. Veni too had it in her, you know, the siddha – she had it though she was but a little one herself. I could see it when she would get the ice water or wet towel herself, her mind independently knowing what Aatha would ask of her. She was so good at grinding medicinal leaves and somehow knew, on her own, how much of the nilagiri was needed, or how to pluck the venthayam correctly and how to separate the lavangam. The old woman would say mysteriously, Veni has the siddhi and then, like the witch she is, she would look at me and quip, your life has some meaning because of this one, otherwise you are one muttaciriki! Being called a brainless idiot is all I was good for and her constant badgering used to make me so angry in those days. But in my own way, I taught my Veni things: on nights blacker than the ravine facing the kovil’s rocks, when my little ones feared the dark, I would sing to them lines from our ancient poets. And when they were afraid of thunder and lightning, I would tell them of the sweet rain that would come after all this fury. In other homes, children learn to say Arjunan, Phalgunan, Parthan, Kiriti but I taught my Veni and her brothers a different chant, one that I made up from the five thinai of our ancient poems: kuṟiñci, mullai, marutam, neital, palai; the landscapes conjuring up whole worlds for the children lisping the mnemonic. It was sweeter than any lullaby, calming them to sleep on fitful nights. Now the old lines ring so hollow:




All towns are ours. Everyone is our kin.


Evil and goodness do not come to us


because they are given by others.


Nor do suffering and the end of suffering.


Death is not new. We do not rejoice


when living is sweet. When we suffer


we do not say that living is miserable.





But we do! I do! I say now that living is miserable, my children gone, even the ones in front of me are lost in some world where my songs of lament do not reach their ears. And I miss the old woman’s raspy voice but, most of all, I miss my Veni’s face and placid smile – she who could still harsh winds, be like cool water on hot days. Where has she gone leaving us two old women by the cot? How were we to know what would befall this family? Aatha is shrivelling up by the day and has this relentless thirst that will not go, no matter how much water we give her. I am at my wits’ end, because I have tried everything, but every ten minutes, she wants to drink and now only spoonfuls are possible. Her voice, however, is still radiant, and when she speaks, she can go on and on until fatigue brings on sleep. I listen when the old woman speaks and imagine our Veni is still here, near. I miss those days when the house was full of noise and people; all of that is gone now. Our people have scattered; homes have emptied as men and women have gone away to other cities – maybe this is a natural part of life. But we are stuck here – I cannot leave my sons and now my daughter has gone missing. And how will we move when the old woman lies this way? See. She urinates continuously, dripping from the centre of the cot. Appa has put a steel pan under the bed and I keep throwing out the waste every two hours. And yet she craves water, afflicted by a thirst that is beyond my ability to quench. And what to say of our home?




The house is cold at night;


my sons sit, bereft,


their lives grist to fate’s ambush.


My daughter has taken her songs


and gone.


I am a mother, who


in a trice,


lost all her children.





How does the day go for me now, you ask? The men leave in the morning after their silent ablutions and do not return until the sun has entered the trees. The boys come for their lunch, which they eat in silence, sometimes not even asking for more until I forcefully put some on their plates. Appa doesn’t join for lunch but returns by four o’clock, and then I give him his usual coffee with some fritters, and he waits quietly for dinner. The boys leave home after lunch and return late in the night, having eaten somewhere outside, and while Chinna does what he does, his elder brother keeps guard all the time, both sons lost to me now. And what to say of my husband? When evening becomes night, his fears return, he turns forgetful and is quick to go to sleep, seeking an escape from waking. We talk so little nowadays. And then what do I do? I am turning down the lights, checking with the old woman, as the house grows still as a cemetery. No one watches the television anymore for fear of the news. Veni has taken the sounds of our home with her and tongueless we all are, as we sit, waiting for answers. You might say, I had this coming. I told her to be quiet when it all happened four years ago but I thought like a mother and I wanted to save her from the shame and suffering. You are a woman yourself, Amma, tell me, what would you have advised your daughter? But may God never visit such a fate on you or yours. What am I saying? Women must bear so much in silence and grief: so my mother taught me and so I said to my daughter. Was it wrong, you think? Have the times changed so much for women that there are alternatives? I can’t see past this, this fog of shame, so how could I tell my daughter any different? A violation is for all time; like childbirth, we carry its mark for life. Can you rub out the scars? They grow lighter, yes, but they remain. They can, however, be forgotten, little by little, like a bad dream one dimly remembers after many years, only its fear still haunting but all other details slowly misremembered or misplaced somewhere in a pocket of the mind. It can be done. I told her as much, but she wouldn’t let it go. She and her husband can work this out, despite the loss of the baby, I told her this. Little pāpa, barely knew life. Veni would joke with her brothers she was bringing them a gift but it was so big that wrapping it would take her nine months, at the end of which, she would present them with a surprise. There is no greater sorrow for a mother than the loss of her child, but I say, when you are young, you can rise from even this. I told her and her husband, they could try again for another child, but they needed to leave Sittanavasal. There was too much pain and woe in this place; here, they were like birdlings without a nest, too much in the open, too near the brink of eternal sorrow. But there was also danger, black as sin; nothing is as it used to be. So I suggested to both of them to move to Chennai; I have a few relatives there, and though they all know of the scandal, one or two of them agreed to quietly help. This is what family is for. How many nights I made this plea to this girl, but she would not relent. She had resolved to get back to her school-teaching and couldn’t be swayed from that decision. Her husband simply vanished after a point; I don’t know if he resigned from his job. I have heard that he has been seen occasionally in hotels, but no one has a fixed address for him. Veni did not run after him which I found so strange and, on this matter too, my pleas went unheeded. A mother is an unwanted thing after a certain age – who will listen to her warnings? Alas, I myself have been guilty of not listening to my mother or Aatha here, but now that it has befallen me, I know what they meant. Someday, Veni will know too. But now, they say, she has gone missing? It is beyond belief what they are saying, that she was seen walking with someone’s head in her hand. Is that even possible? Is she some Kali or Durga? She is Veni! Where were these people four years ago when my daughter screamed for help and cried for months on end? My whole family has been shattered by events beyond our control. If there is a god in the heavens, which I now greatly doubt, should my daughter continue to be punished in this way? Has she not gone back to her life the way everyone wanted her to? And what has been our reward? Have you seen my sons? Have we been left alone, and now this? Why have you come with this made-up grotesque tale as if she was some beast hungering for violence? She is a schoolteacher; do you think it is possible for her to do something like this? And to shear off her hair and burn it? Impossible! My fear is that something dire has happened to her and nobody is concerned. No one is looking for her, not in the right places. I told the inspector that her photo should be taken to various towns and used to investigate if someone might have smuggled my daughter there. Who knows how this world thinks? Once a woman is despoiled, she is fair game – maybe some cursed man thought that way. I am terrified that my daughter has been abducted and taken to some hidden place, left without help, at the verge of some tragic outcome. How is my heart to believe otherwise? Is this a world kind to women? Look, I am cleaning Aatha’s pot – she who devoted her life to ministering to childbearing women, opened our doors and hearts to needy girls who had no source of support and only unsympathetic husbands who knew no better. Who asked Aatha to do these things? It is a calling, a siddha. My daughter has it too, she always did. And if she is in some place where her life is in peril, with her will perish her siddha too. The world will then truly be orphaned.
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YOU CAN CALL ME RAJI – IT’S NOT THE NAME I WAS born with but it’s the name Veni gave me and it’s what I like being called. Ever since I knew Veni she has called me the name her father would have given her, had it not been for her mother opposing it. But it was a name she liked because it tied her to her Appatha and, by giving it to me, Veni was making me a part of her family. She was like that, you know, picking up strays and tending to them until they were strong enough to go their own way. We spent our childhood in such closeness and warmth: her home was a shelter for women who were carrying and I would see her running around helping her Aatha and Amma with the chores, and I would scurry here and there, she leading, nearly a head taller than me, her thick braid hopping wildly as she ran from the well to the kitchen or from the clotheslines to the almirah. Whatever Veni did, I did too, for such was her draw on me that I was always around her as a child, like a sphere orbiting around the red glowing sun. Her little brothers too followed us about, and we basked in the love of mothers and expecting mothers and grandmothers, all that affection, embracing, hand-holding, playing, coddling, kissing, cheek-pulling and storytelling going into our making. How formative were those days – we learned to run to school under the hot sun, forage in the old grounds for mushrooms and wild berries, pick mullai for garlanding, my short, coarse hair a far cry from Veni’s glorious mane but I was always excited about doing things with her. One of our favourite pastimes is also the source of my most precious memories – it was when Veni and I went picking mullai and malli for the women who came to their home. Beating the red ants, we would shake the flowering tree, trying to make the flowers fall down in a torrent and making our work easier. When I close my eyes, I can still remember the breeze, wet soil, and incredible fragrance of the flowers when we brought them in baskets to Veni’s home. If dreams had a fragrance, it would forever be the scent of jasmine for me. I called her mother Veni-Amma in deference to everything that belonged to Veni. You could call me Veni-Raji and I would answer to that name. Aatha and Veni-Amma taught us to thread the flowers and how many hours I spent in their home laughing, learning and breathing in their love and joy, so much in excess that they had enough to go around for those of us who came knocking at their doors, longing to be included, to belong. What makes little girls so light and fearless and open-hearted to others, to life? Now it seems like an idyll edged by darkness, two girls in their tinkling glass bangles and anklets, surrounded by untold evil, existing on the lightest of breaths, only a misstep or bus ride or skipped auto away from that giant shadow of malevolence that always hovers around little girls and young women in our lands. What terrors we live ignorant of and we call on gods – Muruga, Ayyappa, Karthikeya – to protect us and we call on goddesses – Mariamma, Meenakshi, Pēchithayi – when our wounds burn in the sun and do not cool at night. No god or goddess comes to my mouth now; I have thrown them aside because they are no good to me anymore. I came from nowhere and now I know there is nowhere to go but on this one earth, where we meet life and we meet death and in between ... what is in between? But you are not here for my idle chitchat; you want to know who I am and how I know Veni, right? They say my mother was called Savithri and my father was a Muslim fisherman but all I have known my entire life is that I’m an orphan and if it were not for my mother’s sister, I would have been far, far away in an orphanage or in someone’s kitchen washing their utensils and cleaning their homes. But as it happened, Sittanavasal was destined to become my home and Veni my heartbeat. Where has she gone, you have come to ask? Ask instead: why is she missing? How many of us must go missing before you all notice? And if you think you will get anything from me, you are mistaken. What are they saying in the marketplace? I heard that his headless body was trembling on the ground like it had been hit by an electric current and blood poured out of his severed jugular – can you confirm? Is that true? I hope to God it was true! I wonder how long he felt the pain ... or was it all over soon, all too soon? Hah! You both look at each other because you think I am speaking like a mad bhadrakali, no? Bah! She did it, you think, right? Why did she do it? Is she coming back? These you want to know the answers to, eh? These are the wrong questions, but you have come to the right place, for I will show you how to ask the right questions. That’s right, get that pen dancing on that notepad. Write. Question One: do you know what it feels like to have your vagina split open? Many women suffer from it at the time of childbirth as the canal widens for the child’s body to come through. But do you know what it feels like to go through repeated and unrelenting intercourse? With fingers and whole fists and penises? Well, until you know the pain of splitting from your seams, do not come back to me to ask stupid questions. And when you know that pain, that eye-exploding, heart-stopping, stomach-burning pain, then you go sit in a tub of warm medicated water for hours, hours until out of exhaustion agony and madness, you sleep. You sleep sitting there like a great blessed sage, because your body is not yours, only the pain is and the scorching humiliation branding through your face into your throat and down your breasts and into the stomach and all the way to your vagina where it roars into a fire and torches the vanishing pain once again like a bellow on an anvil, jerking you awake just as you thought death was coming in your sleep and you could, just could be so lucky as to step across all that pain into blessed sleep. Your face twists with my words, no? So, let’s move to Question Two: can you imagine – do you know this word imagine – if you do, you lucky bastards, you will survive this because all you have to do is imagine while my sister, my heart’s beat, lived through months and months and years of pain until no recovery was possible; only a stony cave inside her vagina all the way to her empty womb where dead weeds grew instead of life and forever closed down her body, the only temple a living being has to call its own, a line that separates you from me, that line breached forever, only fragments left once four men had done what they wanted with her body and left her to die. When you know this, when you can imagine this, you come back to my home and I will swallow my spit and taste its burning acid instead of wasting it on you. What is it that you drink? Is it water? You know when we first gave her water her face twisted in pain and nearly choked as if we had fed her shards of glass. Can you imagine that your mouth is turned inside out and no matter what you drink how much you drink there is only this undying poison inside so acrid that your tongue shreds each time you open your mouth and the very air raises blood which you keep down because you cannot spit nor hold, you cannot open nor close? Now, with your mouths gone, use your eyes: think of what you like in a woman. Question Three: is it her hair? Gorgeous, sensuous, the mark of her femininity, a blessing from God himself – seduced as even he was by the beauty he made and gave to woman, daughter, beguiled over and over until a woman’s hair becomes the noose by which she asphyxiates, just as they tried with Veni, laughing that corrosive raucous laugh that tore into her flesh, their contempt lacerating her skin in a thousand cuts from which they sought to leach her of her life force. Her hair they grabbed by the fistfuls, spitting vile names at her fierce tresses so beloved of her Amma and Aatha. She remembers, she remembers all of it and wears her hair now, unmindful of its beauty, dismissive of its purity, needing none of it – you say she burned her hair? Burned all that beauty off? Shabaash, I say! Go look for her hair, pick up every discarded strand and build a temple for each and ask, pray, beg to be healed. And when your scoring mouths and gangrenous moral order heal, you ask what is the first morsel of food you want to taste? Is it something salty? Is it something sweet? Or do you prefer that old penchant for spicy that now seems like a memory writ on water, the dimmest of memories because a life without justice is a life cursed to eating ash and stuffing your mouth with cotton drenched in the last great smell you remember – maybe the musk of a penis in heat or the garlic of an unwashed cavity a man calls his mouth or the offscourings of sambar crusted into the nails of your violator who forces his hand down your vagina and brings his fingers back to plough your nose, all in jest of course. Then you can imagine that every time Veni took a morsel to her mouth, she gagged because the smells of her attackers came to life and food itself became a curse to be lived over and over and over again. You know food? – your amma’s best curry or your wife’s most delicious sauce or, hey, you’re lucky, no? You bastard? You’re lucky so your daughter made her charming, unforgettably aromatic mor-kuzhambu because she, chinna pāpa, made it for her dear appa, no? That food, that food becomes bile and faeces and sewage in your mouth day after day, month after month, until you decide food need not taste, it can simply go down your throat to your belly and become the sewage it always was and that black waste nourishes your empty cave of a body and you are that big gaping hole the men enjoyed and threw things into – that abyss they yelled abuses into until the sounds echoed through her insides and pounded her ears and eyes. Since the sounds had nowhere else to go, they merged into her flesh, became her very tissue and muscle and bone, and she was that body they had torn apart, that body they had left behind, that body you have come to question me about. So, you bastards, you take your questions and stuff them in your backside and you come back when the blood from your eyes and ears and the hollow echoes inside your heads make it unbearable to not know where Veni is, to not know what she had in her hand as she walked, to not endure the mystery of her death and her life. You come back then and Raji might speak to you but, mind you, you bring a bomb along that you can fling or an aruval at least because my mouth will clench and I will not speak, so you will have to prise my face open and, with blood, paint my mouth back on my face where my smile used to be and I will still not say a word to you and your newspapers, courts, lawyers; you will not get a word out of Raji because I am already with Veni, wherever she is and I am holding what she held in her hand and I am dancing and I am howling because where she took one, I would have taken four, cutting out two more arms for myself to hold four heads, where she, in all kindness, in unbearable mercy, took only one. So, take your jeeps and your guns and you go to the four who remain and you tell them to become really, really small, so small that they are nearly invisible; tell them to live every single waking moment of their life caressing their heads, touching their skin, kissing their babies and fucking their wives happy with doors and windows closed and not a crack open to let the light in because until my last breath I will walk this world with a sickle in my hand and a revolution in my heart.
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