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For my son, Neev Tanish









SERIES INTRODUCTION


The Pancha Kanyas of Hindu mythology are Ahalya, Kunti, Draupadi, Mandodari and Tara – while the five Satis are Sita, Sati, Savitri, Damayanti and Arundhati. The distinction of two different titles arose primarily because various versions of the epics have taken the liberty to celebrate women as per the popular beliefs of an era and, of course, that of the translators. A school of thought defines ‘Sati’ as the women’s unconditional devotion towards and dependence on their men. It casts the women as loyal followers strongly supporting the vision of the men around them or helping them overcome social and emotional complications. These women are depicted as sacrificing and selfless, yet invincible in drafting their own position of strength and supremacy.


Various senior scholars have also translated the Pancha Kanyas as five virgins. Thus, as per textual evidence, the Kanyas and Satis are different women. However, in the earliest versions, there is no mention of the Pancha Satis; they only talk about the Pancha Kanyas who are deemed as the Maha Satis. Even in regional interpretations, especially in some eastern and southern states of the country, this division is blurred. This could be due to the difference in the spread of the Mahabharata of Vedavyasa versus the dissemination of Valmiki Ramayana. The former specifically mentions the Pancha Kanyas.


The Valmiki Ramayana talks about the Satis in terms of loyalty and physical chastity, and such women, including Sita, aren’t restricted to only five. But it doesn’t club them under the umbrella term, Pancha Sati. In my own studies, I came across some scholarly assumptions that the Satis were reborn as Kanyas and research has tried to draw parallels!


An ancient shloka establishes that reciting the names of Pancha Kanya can dispel sins, which again confirms the ‘Sati’ status of these women. Sati, meaning pure, devoted and fair. Purity can refer to the transparent water, which clearly reflects every pebble and weed lying below the surface. In the Sati series, I follow this meaning of ‘purity’ while retelling the stories of the five illustrious women – Ahalya, Kunti, Draupadi, Mandodari and Tara. The purity that is brave enough to present itself the way it is – sans any cosmetic cover – and mirrors the mind unpretentiously as much as it exposes the politics of a society.


The Sati series, though, is not meant to be biographical. The purpose of the series is to draw attention towards a part of the journey of these legendary women, which has been grossly overlooked. Identities have been imposed based on incidents that the patriarchy considered criminal, shameful or irresponsible. When these known events adopt the narrative voice of a feminine titular character, the stories change. The world expands. The Sati series presents an inclusive overview not only of the protagonist’s own life but also dives deep into the suppressed pain of those around them – be it a man or a woman.


In the first book of this series, Ahalya, the entire narrative had to be recreated. For Kunti and Draupadi, a lot is known already. These stories bring under the spotlight the making of these characters, albeit from a non-traditional perspective, which ushers the readers into a new era of thinking and reimagining.


Ahalya introduced the woman as a lover. Ambitious, futuristic, royal and calculative, Kunti called for a relook at the patriarchal origins of ‘Mata’ and, in relation, the pervasive sociopolitical image of the sacrificing Indian mother.


Draupadi’s story is far more complicated than Ahalya’s or Kunti’s because it shines light on the social reaction of many generations regarding crimes against women. In my understanding, I find Draupadi to be a wonderful homemaker. Her identity is much broader than the popular portrayal of an angry, bitter woman. She was certainly tough and did not hold back from giving a fair fight to all whom she disagreed with. Draupadi in this book has also been referred to as Krishnaa, Panchali, Yagnaseni, which are among her many names. While Bhishma appears with villainous undertones in Kunti’s story, his vulnerabilities lay bare when he comes in contact with Draupadi. Draupadi’s narrative dismisses the typical conflicts between a daughter-in-law and her mother-in-law while sparking the expected fireworks when two strong characters are in the same frame. Draupadi clashes with Kunti but finds the ultimate support from her when everything else has failed. Her voice also reviews the traditional construct of Krishna. Krishna, in this book, calls the protagonist Krishnaa – both the names deriving from their dark complexion. The concept of Krishna, I believe, has been manoeuvred for a gross misrepresentation, which has criminally compromised the recognition of Draupadi in popular culture. I call it a conservative, patriarchal subversion where even the god has not been spared.









PROLOGUE




‘Krishna?’


‘Yes, Krishnaa.’


‘Why do you call me that?’


‘Because it sounds like I am you. And it confuses others.’


‘The other day I caught some temple gossip – the devotees were whispering that Draupadi was Sita in her earlier birth!’


‘Were you?’


‘Maybe. Who knows? Returned to the earth to be reborn from fire!’


‘If that is true, Ram must also be around. He will come back to clear the pending debts. He is answerable to Sita. Birth after birth he’ll follow her, to seek forgiveness and follow her commands, which he couldn’t as a husband.’


‘Can Ram ever bring justice to Sita?’


‘She is far bigger than him.’


‘If I am Sita, I wouldn’t marry Ram if he comes looking for me.’


‘Don’t. Let him be insignificant in your world, serving as a slave, always at your beck and call.’





I don’t remember since when I have known Krishna or who introduced me to him. He was just there. The eternal flute pulsated through the air, whether or not I paid attention. From the pond below the balcony, or the palace dairy, sometimes across the river or from further away down the plains, always carrying a timbre of jubilance. The tune teased from afar when I sat in the palace garden with my friends, our childhood banters interspersed with vigorous laughter. It was the dominant music during my swayamvar – though heard by only one other. The relentless melody flattened the steep challenges of the matrimonial world where each person had illustrious glory to flaunt and ignominious failures to hide. I searched for happiness in this overtly agitated sphere and drifted into the orbit of creation. Of relationships, of a kingdom, of a home.


And then, one day, the music of my heart changed its course. The melody of the flute was replaced by the call of the conch.


After my birth, astrologers had prophesied that Draupadi would be accused of bringing fierce destruction upon a clan of furious warriors. Only a few thoughtful historians would revisit the ruins to unmask the magnificent past destroyed in a monstrous massacre. The rest would be misinformed visitors and manipulative observers relaying twisted versions of my story. Poor things. I sympathize with these storytellers. Innumerable words would fill up their blank pages in a rigorous attempt to affix my identity. The queen of Indraprastha. Princess of Panchal. Daughter of Dhrupad. Arjun’s beloved. Kunti’s protégé. Bhishma’s darling. Krishna’s muse. An ultimatum for the Evil. A fantasy for everyone else. As much as the scripts glitter with impressive alliterations, the gaps between their words would ridicule the ink of inconclusiveness. I will excuse the future for its confusion, though. A woman who smelt of blue lotuses at birth and left behind the stench of burning corpses mid-way into her life – the contradiction could convolute the judgement of the generations to come. Writers will shut and reopen the case from time to time. I will still refuse to fit into their word counts.




‘I thought you are fond of the intellectuals, Krishnaa?’


‘Krishna, you are hence charged with psychological espionage!’


‘I don’t need to spy on you. Your thoughts are loud.’


‘Louder is your intrusion.’
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Only a few days were left for the great war of Kurukshetra to begin. I lay on the bed of our tent, half my attire on the body, the rest on the ground. The thick cloth ceiling turned transparent to screen the black, overcast sky devoid of stars. The morning hours had arrived, but the world was still enveloped in darkness. The breeze was sparse, the owls awake, the leaves of the trespassing branches motionless. Sleeping birds inside the quiet cavities of trees were woken up by obnoxious harbingers signalling the arrival of dawn. Porcupines stealthily climbed up the uneven trunk of a peepul tree, only to race back down upon spotting a deadly viper coiled up on the topmost branch, waiting lazily for a prey to walk into its snare. The bats were having a noisy reunion. I could see them all. Who knows whether all these life forms would exist after the war? Or would the formalities of the vibrant world witness an irreversible change?


Hisssssssss!


I looked up to trace the terrifying sound. Frustrated by its inaction, the hungry viper had spat at the surrounding leaves, turning them black with its acidic venom. Nothing new. That’s how power operates; the wrath of the mighty is often inflicted upon the harmless. Would the tree punish the antagonist for its transgression? Or would it continue to suffer because, if dethroned from its venerable position, the viper would cause greater damage to those living below?


The flames from the earthen lamps placed in the western side of the tent danced to their own rhythms. On a gloomy night devoid of winds, the shadows were shaking, rising and falling rapidly to some tantric mystery. The inherent spark of togetherness where stimulants are redundant. The light and the shadow. Like me and Arjun. I knew he would come, though every ritual in the living world tried to suggest otherwise. Howsoever complicated be the engagements for the pre-war strategizing with the army, Arjun wouldn’t leave for Kurukshetra until I bade him farewell.


The hours were inching towards shakra amavasya when the moon would be in Indra’s star of Vishakh. Every amavasya night had seen a surge in my vigour ever since the kingdom of Hastinapur had dishonoured itself through a courtroom menace wherein the evil attempted to disrobe a woman. Witnessed by a world of audience, the response to the incident was divided. Many spat at the king and his clan, blaming them for shameful tolerance of criminal campaigns. But the royalty of Hastinapur inspired its allies to consider using the historic disgrace as a potential weapon for stripping the confidence of the opponent. Many men from distant lands, seated in lavish quarters on either side of the sea, were citing the fabulous formula devised by the shrewd in the Maha Bharat.


Almost every weapon, though, comes with a counter. My dark skin glistened in fury, eyes blood red, open hair streamed down with unruly valour, footsteps raised wails from the cremation ground. The corrupt were yet to experience the blood and sacrifice with which the sins of the great Bharat would be cleansed in the same land.


I stood up to observe the darkness outside. A thousand yakshis sighed at the masculine fragrance crossing their path, his eyes hooked on his destination. Arjun entered in hushed footsteps – playful and ever-flirting, be it bed or battlefield!


Ice-cold fingers pierced through my dense hair, stroking my back. His arm circled gently around my neck, my back pressing against his bare chest. The love was addictive, overwhelming. I hadn’t removed my gaze from the grimness outside, but he seemed neither restless nor perturbed. The silence was titillating. There was no haste, though our time was not infinite. The endurance of a proud prince turned every passing moment into one of perennial loss if his wife didn’t lavish complete devotion on him. But Arjun would never ask, let alone urge. He could disown with infuriating indifference, everything that was meant to be his. There would be no reluctance on his part if politics merited such benevolence.


Just like he had let go of me once, to honour a slip of tongue!









1


Dressed in a royal attire, bedecked with jewellery and a thick lace of jasmines entwined around my hair, I stepped inside the thick woods of the Dvaita forest soon after our wedding. Having narrowly escaped a murderous attack orchestrated by their Kaurav cousins at Hastinapur, the Pandav were camping here after spending a long period at the Kamyak forest. The kingdom of Indraprastha had not been founded yet. With the tip of my fingers, I tickled the bulging veins on the wrist of Arjun, the third Pandav and now my husband. A mischievous smile spread on his lips.


Mother Kunti stood at a distance watching the setting sun, facing away from us. When the brothers called, she didn’t turn around. Only saying, ‘Whatever is brought must be shared between the five brothers equally.’


Shocked, the brothers looked at each other uncomfortably and dispersed. I stood there numb. Weren’t they taking a silly misunderstanding too seriously?


Not much time was wasted in interpreting the mother’s words as a command for me to marry all five brothers. The wedding garland hanging from my neck suddenly felt heavy, a sharp twinge radiated from the back of my neck. I split the thread holding together the flowers and let it drop to the forest floor. The elderly lady pretended to hear only the chirrup of the homecoming birds. She made no attempts to correct herself.
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‘How could you?’


I lashed out the moment we had some privacy. Trees of the Dvaita forest hurled dry leaves at me, reprimanding the resentment of a new bride. I pushed them away with a leg. Those days I was lost in love, yearning to be held in his majestic arms. But the finest archer of the land turned quite sluggish when it came to articulation. His silence, though, wasn’t something I would settle for.


‘How can I be split between the brothers? I am not a slice of mango to pleasure starved tongues.’ I was angry, hurt and unsettled, looking for the rudest of words to torment my beloved.


Arjun caressed my shoulder as if I was a child whining over her lost toy. He stretched himself on the grass of the forest, tempting me with the spread of his toned body, looking skywards with a naughty glint in his eyes. My hands were itching to feel the warmth of his rising and falling chest. But they sat obediently on my lap, the bangles tinkling as I fidgeted now and then. Arjun smiled, forming a light dimple on his left chin.


‘You are tough, Panchali,’ he attempted a vague compliment.


Toughness, of all things! What else was I expecting from a warrior? He leaned towards me, eyes drunk with desire even as he remained aloof, unwilling to relinquish his stubborn restraint. ‘The challenge at your swayamvar wasn’t for one ordinary human to crack. It summoned the forces of five worlds,’ he whispered in my ear.


There was a mysterious smile pasted on his lips; he was looking at the trees standing afar. I turned Arjun’s face towards me and held it firmly between my palms. His cheeks, covered with a soft growth on the sides, writhed under my impolite touch. He looked like a child waiting to be loved. I was offended.


‘What does that mean?’ I demanded. He took my right hand in his and placed it on his bare chest. My dark fingers on his fair skin made for a ravishing contrast. There was something unusual about his touch – supporting yet unbending. I tried to pull away. The fingers refused to move as if they were no longer mine.


‘Your swayamvar had a revolving fish hung from a pole. All contenders were to attempt piercing its eye with an arrow after studying only its reflection in the water below,’ Arjun reminded. ‘Such a terrific condition called for five occult forces. Dharamraj Yudhishthir followed the protocol of submitting to the princess first. Bhim, the son of Vayu, studied the temperament of the wind, which controlled the motion of the hanging object. Nakul charmed all with his looks and Sahadev shared his knowledge of physics. In this entire design, I was only the actor–executor tasked to hit the target.’


He looked at my shocked face with kindness. We both lay quietly on the grass. My eyes were focused on nothing, while my brain was muddled with a billion thoughts resisting the words I had just heard. I didn’t want the argument to end. I wanted a fight.


Arjun kept seducing from a distance, arousing in my body the desires I didn’t know existed. I still refused to budge.


‘I will not love five men,’ I was adamant.


‘Then don’t. Just love me.’ He shocked again with a simple solution to the blasphemous problem. I wanted to get up and leave, annoyed by his riddles and his restraint, both. Forlorn eyes trapped me within obstinate boundaries, melting my resolve. I inched closer instead. His voice sent a ripple through my veins.


‘We – the five brothers – are a network of nerves around the same skeleton. You will soon discover this and more.’


Leaves embossed with colourful designs on their blades came flying towards us. Arjun gathered a few and weaved them between my braid. ‘It is complicated,’ I heard him say. ‘But convince yourself, Panchali. When you are with Yudhishthir or any of my brothers, you aren’t away from Arjun.’


I didn’t believe him; he could see it in my eyes.


‘How?’ I asked scornfully.


He touched my shoulder with his palm, strangely unroughened by fanatic archery. It smelled of lavender. He noticed I was distracted. ‘It is an enormous indrajal known by none in the family or the country. The truth of yore, constructed carefully by the cult of Devraj Indra and never to be documented in history. You are in possession of the whole – what the rest of the world can only receive in parts.’


Before I could figure out whether this was yet another illusion created by the son of Indra, I was taken in by the lavender’s lure and our mouths touched, bringing the evening’s dialogue to a close.
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That day and today – so much had changed! We matured in love but failed to protect our innocence. Yet, a few things remained unaltered. One was Arjun’s focus on the present. He gave himself to it completely, as if nothing else existed. Inimitable commitment; one person at a time.


A world of aspirants would be kept in waiting – from kings knocking for help, Brahmins orphaned by destroyed ashrams, to audacious fathers with youthful daughters waiting to be married off. Even the wildlife from dense forests and below the sea came seeking mitigation to their problems. Outside our suite at Indraprastha, our children would raise the roof on their heads. Everything they needed would require the latch to our chamber to be unlocked. Their attendants cajoled them towards other unemployed toys with little success. They clonked on the closed door and ran away. Half-sitting on the bed with a hand covering his eyes, Arjun asked if the treasury could afford an extension to his armoury.


Soon after we shifted to Indraprastha, Mother Kunti had instructed, ‘Hand over the keys of the treasury to her.’


Why, many wondered, but no one dared to ask.


The treasury was overflowing. Arjun’s extended armoury would cause no dent. I still scowled. ‘The armoury is already colossal.’


Removing the hand from over his eyes, he glared as if his darling wife’s extravagance had been heartlessly challenged by some immoral monster. I tried not to laugh.


‘There is a crowd calling out to you. Why aren’t you responding?’ I nudged.


‘I can’t hear them.’ He sat up suddenly and pulled me into the bed, stroking my chin like a smitten lover. I blushed. He would attend to all later, I was sure, because none of the seekers ever came back to repeat their plea.


‘Then what do you hear? Only the twang of the bow?’ All morning he had spent burnishing his weapons with oil and sawdust till I barged in and pulled him out for lunch. He was resting his head on my lap now for a brief siesta, expecting my fingers to run through his dense hair. My fingers were far more friendly to him than I was.


‘Have you ever heard an arrow cutting through the air? With the elegance of a flying eagle, louder than the parakeet?’ he asked dreamily, caressing the back of my hand. ‘It’s rare, sharp and musical.’


Musical ... arrow. I rolled my eyes. His thumb moved over my lips. ‘Your voice is like that, allengulfing for the targeted audience.’


I withdrew abruptly, making his head fall on the bed from my lap. Arjun’s compliments were always obnoxious. More enraging was his chuckle.


‘What?’ I charged at him.


‘Nothing. The arrow has struck its target. My arrows always do.’ He covered his eyes again, irritating me more.


‘A messenger from Dwarka has been waiting since morning. Met him?’ I said casually as if this was about the taste of lunch.


‘What?’ he sprang up, ‘Why—’ and he stopped. A cold stare followed with him swearing my prank would receive a befitting retaliation. I laughed, pushing him off.


No outsider was allowed to enter our premises. Krishna was the only presence who never left. Arjun, the Pandav administrator, reported not to his eldest brother Yudhishthir, but to Krishna, his cousin from Dwarka!
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Fearsome sounds of restless winds travelled from the grounds of Kurukshetra and headed towards my window, crossing many open meadows in between. They left course marks on my dehydrated skin, touching like the sigh of ancestors and pleading something indistinct. No birds flew in the barren sky, not a single reptile moved on the dusty lands. We were approaching the auspicious day when the final settlement was about to begin. Arjun smelled divine. Ayurvedic elements were smeared all over his body, instilling calm and poise at every step. I let go and fell behind on his broad chest.


‘Panchali!’ he whispered.


The voice was not his alone. Five warriors were waiting to be energized by the Yagnaseni1. I turned and touched him. Hiding behind a confident smile was a throbbing, tense heart craving for the tender shelter of the feminine. We gazed into each other’s eyes, sinking into the beauty of our togetherness and conscious of the unthinkable suffering both of us had brought upon each other. Yet, neither ever stopped loving the other. The love led us through many hostile rivers where crocodiles flocked to tear out flesh, junking stripped skeletons. We had finally reached a juncture where justice could be neither delayed, nor denied. The darkness would end soon. We would detach from the painful memories forever. Indifference heals better than forgiving.


We drifted towards a bed of grass devoid of any luxury our attendants used to once set up before our evenings of union. Now, we only had ourselves adorning each other. The hours passed in haste. For days after, we would be in separate camps. I would have no husband to love, only a warrior to be proud of.


Somewhere in the vicinity, Krishna’s conch blew loud and long, each call mightier than the one before. The sharp bellows went up like a zestful child woken up to a life full of possibilities.


Conspirator! I murmured, hugging Arjun dearly before smearing his forehead with the rakta chandan.2
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