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For my son, Neev Tanish




PROLOGUE


In the middle of a dark stormy night, lightening struck and cracked the sky into millions of fragments. Unruly winds invaded the Earth, crushing everything that came in their way; in the absence of anything else to clash on, they collided against each other, laughing wildly at their own wreckage. A huge neem tree outside our window fell to the damp ground with a loud thrash, a sound as terrible as a demonic attack on mankind. Scared, I had clung on to my mother, my strongest grip alarmingly weak. She too was in panic but kept that confused heart under wraps of tenderness. She held me with warmth, assuring that we were safe and not dying that night. The fall of the tree was symbolic, prophesying the most farcical times to follow. Stripped of its modesty, our humble clay house now stood bare, shamelessly available to the slithering eyes of the passers-by, the after-effects of the calamity ridiculing its nude display.


Just like I stand now, barren and powerless. Mother being miles apart, lost somewhere in the manipulations of history, unheeding to my most anxious prayers.
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I am one of those unfortunate ones who has witnessed her own birthing process, measure by measure. As indistinct as a particle of faint light, the soul floating restlessly amidst the feathery clouds asked, Why? Brahma, the Father, was engrossed in his magical world, still absorbed in the designs of that perfect body which was soon meant to shelter me. In a large metallic tub he put white stone, sandalwood, mahogany, rose petals and lotus leaves. With a huge black rock chiselled like a cylinder supported on his shoulders, he ran around the tub to crush the ingredients into a fine powder, awakening the world below with his footsteps and disrupting the heavenly slumber with resounding deformation.


‘Who am I, Father?’ I asked again.


‘The face of my ambitions.’ He declared, beaming with the arrogance of patriarchy, striving to achieve one of his many aspirations through the perfection of the progeny. ‘You would be the most beautiful one; enigmatic and graceful. The four worlds – Svarga, Martya, Akash, and Pataal1 – would stand apart watching you, walking in glory as Brahma’s most magnificent creation.’


He picked up a sample of the powder grinded into the metallic tub to inspect closely if any granule has been left unattended. He crushed them again, and then again, to form a perfectly dry mixture. The dark of mahogany blended with the white of sandalwood and stone. Rose petals added a pink hue. Lotus leaves nourished it with their oil. The final content looked fair and shiny now. Brahma let out a sharp joyful glee and stretched his aching arms. The soul allowed him to relish the euphoria sweeping through all corners of his heart. Then softly and hesitantly it tried to present the inherent dilemma.


‘How fair is it, Father, that I stand here like a spirit, watching my body getting meticulously sculpted?’


‘You wouldn’t have if there were a mother to host you in her womb.’ Brahma uttered with indifference. ‘Your intelligence would then have merged with that of the mother, your responses would have been minutely attended to with all diligence, your comfort being her absolute priority. In the womb the soul remains dormant, oblivious of the growth that will eventually gravitate towards light.’


He picked up a spade and ventured out without waiting for a probable response. The soul followed him.


‘What is a mother?’ I probed.


‘A mother is another name for unyielding, aggressive power. She is the embodiment of indulgence and restraint. She is the keeper, the protector. She restricts to keep all harm away. She beholds the baby with her softness, yet forms a tough cast around it to keep intruders at bay. She is the first teacher starting the learning process in confinement, by sharing the system of body and life even before the baby is born. She is the form of knowledge that results from reflex.’


With great force Brahma hit the ground with his spade. The rigid surface ruptured and smooth, mushy soil burst from beneath. With quick strokes he picked the soil with the spade and shoved it aside to be carried back to his cryptic cave where the metal tub was waiting with an insatiable appetite.


‘And father?’ The word appeared spontaneously after the analysis he gave of mother. I wasn’t sure what relationship did bind the two so deep that one wasn’t complete without the other. Brahma seemed to be as affected as I by this bizarre inevitable connection.


‘Father’s knowledge results from experience. The father is the risk-taker. He is the more tranquil form of power. He seeks perfection in his child while the mother finds perfection in her child. If on some occasion his child is unhappy, the father can deal with it. He stands by to support it through its pain. The mother is always eager to find a way out and source happiness for her child from depths beyond her reach. She is never ready to accept that her solutions may not work. And ...’


‘Why don’t I have a mother?’ I interrupted, unwilling to spend time on futile arguments in favour of fathers. My incessant queries had crossed the line of desperation. Brahma looked up with a cold calm, his eyes still as glass.


‘Because you are not born out of a man’s carnal desires. You are the brilliance of my imagination, not the inheritance of karma. You are the grandeur of an artist who instils life on the white of a blank canvas. You will be the unique commitment of an enterprising painter and would eventually be celebrated by admirers. You can’t have parents because you are the unidimensional face of the father’s pleasure, not the mother’s pain. You will attract a million suitors obsessing over the beauty I craft with care, but the same beauty will be too blinding for a lover to trace the path to your soul.’


It sounded depressing! Slowly I moved away, leaving Brahma alone with his mystical prophecies. Like the spunky serpent spiralling towards its charmer I floated around in haste, determined to find myself a mother. But no one wanted to cross their paths with Brahma.


‘He’s a sage,’ said the River, her expanse delightfully dancing through the pebbles. ‘The ripples on my body and the curves of my banks are of no use to him. When he walks in to quench his thirst the edges parch with his radiance. The soft soil along the banks – my love child with the shadowy mountain – looks back naked and dehydrated, demanding to know why it’s being punished. I can’t mother Brahma’s daughter. He is too distant, too unbending towards the fantasies of the feminine. It’s more dignified to lash on a rock and disperse into broken droplets than engaging with Brahma.’


Swirling away from her I approached the Rain. ‘Your Mother? Brahma’s wife?’ She winced in sarcasm as the plains turned white with ghastly downpour. Lightening cracked across the sky, intimidating winds abused the trees, a thousand ghosts laughed from behind the black clouds. ‘He is the kind of man who is obsessed with the influence of his own capacities. He can coexist without conflict as long as his knowledge isn’t questioned and his judgement isn’t debated. Brahma is driven by neither mind nor heart; it’s only his brain that amuses itself with his creations of timeless wonders! I have tried to soak him in pleasure as he walked through these terrains. I have demanded him to stop with all my might. I have caused him distress with luscious distractions and ferocious interference. And yet he remains undeterred like the opaque of a rock! Your father is an insult to womanhood. He can’t be pleased, nor can he be pleasured.’


These women wanted lovers. Not necessarily a husband. They desired that their virtues be explored, their beauty appreciated, their seduction gratified. Motherhood blossoms out of love for the lover. A child born from loveless union is such a disaster! Thrown between parents who don’t celebrate their togetherness, the child suffers a lack of emotional identity and a sense of belonging. I, a result of neither passion nor compulsion, was perhaps a bigger castaway. My father called me his work of art. Hasn’t the world always attended with vengeance to every form of creativity that is beyond one’s comprehension?
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Wandering all alone once again, demoralized and defeated, I rested on the topmost branch of Kalpavriksha. The Tree of Life, that fulfilled the wishes of all, looked up with curious bewilderment. The soft green leaves quivered with vigour. Pretty little orange flowers appeared as buds and soon bloomed, dew dribbling down the tips of the petals and the centres pregnant with pollen. Petite blue birds appeared from nowhere and flocked from flower to flower in search for nectar, playfully nudging and outwitting each other. So beautiful was this happiness beneath. And such depressing was the nothingness above. Droplets smeared around. Mortals had a name for them – ‘tears’ – I learnt much later.


The birds and flowers and leaves looked distant now. Their chirrups still audible but vision blurred. I straightened myself. A smooth cloudy steam had enveloped me. The Mist.


‘You aren’t permitted to do this!’ she whispered in my ear.


Confused, I tried to comprehend what command I had violated! Before I asked, the Mist spoke again.


‘You can’t cry. If Brahma comes to know he will disown you even before he completes your birthing process.’


‘What would that mean?’ I asked, unsure of what I wanted to know.


The Mist seemed ruthless with her knowledge, unwilling to restrict with herself what was not to be told. ‘If Brahma stops working on the body he is creating to cover you with, it would mean a terrible curse. You will have to keep floating timelessly like an undesired homeless soul, which can neither live nor die. You will have the power to interpret everything, yet you would be powerless to bring about any change. You will exist, but you will not be seen. You will be honoured only with a ghostly presence and earthlings will be scared of you, wondering about your evil dimensions. But the truth hidden from all is that you can’t even harm them! You will belong nowhere. Heaven is for the Gods, Earth is for the living creatures, Hell is where they go after death for the sins they had committed in life. A cursed soul has no space to call its own.’


I recoiled in denial. No! What blunder have I committed to invite such a fateful non-existence? Why would Father abandon me like a defective caricature? What act of mine could irk him to this extent?


The Mist read my despondency before I had made myself heard. ‘The soul must not cry,’ she said. ‘The soul should not emote. The soul can’t have a heart. The soul is supposed to be free – unattached, companionless, yet complete.’ The moist shelter of the Mist cuddled me like a baby. Perhaps this is how a mother caresses the unborn child from the outer cast of her inflated belly and the child knows it’s being loved. I too felt loved, embraced by the foggy cover.


‘Let’s go from here,’ she advised.


‘Why?’ I asked, surprised.


‘There’s a storm approaching. The eastern sky is black. Hungry forces are on their way.’


I tried to listen. Life seemed peaceful. Through the translucent layers of the Mist I could see the birds and the flowers. Where were the destructive winds? What was this dubious code of the cosmos?


‘Let’s go,’ the Mist repeated, this time with authority. I floated again reluctantly towards the northwest; the Mist floated with me, still surrounding me like a balloon. After moments of stoic silence when I could contain myself no more, the foggy presence came closer inviting me for an affectionate hug.


‘The visuals you experienced were illusions. There were no flowers with pollen, no birds gayfully singing songs of spring. The sound of violent winds that you didn’t hear was the only truth.’


Shocked beyond measure, questions piled up one over another. The Mist explained with empathy.


‘Kalpavriksha or Kalpataru emerged from the primal waters during Samudra Manthan.2 Indra, the King of Gods, brought it to Heaven and planted it there. Indra, the majestic and handsome one, is also the God of Illusions. The moment you came in contact with Kalpavriksha, the divine manifested. You perceived beauty, you shed tears, much before your creator had instilled these powers in you. So absorbed you were in that illusion that the threats from the east couldn’t reach you. You were treading the path of severe destructions.’


I was too naive to understand what she spoke. I asked something else, something that had eroded my confidence to ashes. ‘Can Father really leave me undone? Can he be so cruel?’


The Mist sighed a heavy fog of breath. ‘Yes, he can. No man likes his convictions to be confronted. Brahma desires unconditional devotion from his offspring,’ she smiled. ‘With you though he is even more cautious.’


‘Why?’ Each passing moment some new realization was dawning upon me. I was learning something not only about myself but also about my creator.


‘You are your father’s dream, not the dictum of fate. So even Brahma can’t foresee your future. He would have to come to terms with it along with you, accepting the rules of life as it unfolds its mystery. He can only create your body, not your birth chart. You will have to write your own future. Such lack of control makes him nervous.’ It didn’t make much sense to me. An insecure confusion throbbed restlessly.


‘Has he ever left a soul unattended before?’ I never wanted to bring this up; it came on its own. And once a question appears it will find its answer anyway. Here, the Mist offered to clarify with tremendous honesty every doubt that raised its head and left it to me to host the battle between acceptance and denial.


‘Yes, he does that often, especially with humans.’ The Mist crushed all hope that expected to hear about a kind-hearted Father. ‘When a human being is born on Earth, Brahma starts planning the next birth. After death they reach Hell to absolve themselves of their sins, and thereafter reach Brahma with absolute innocence when refurbished into their new bodies. Their life chart is reconstructed by Brahma, their purpose on Earth refabricated.’


The Mist paused to look at me closely as I stared in awe. She spoke again. ‘Earthlings are strange creatures. They try to correct the decisions of God seeking help of astrology. They aim to manipulate birth, life and death, stealing through the preconstructed diagrams. Sometimes, unwilling to bear their share of the earthly burden, they try to end their lives before Brahma had willed. Enraged, he curses them and leaves them in limbo. The souls thus float around desperately, unclaimed and futureless, till Brahma calms down and includes them back in his creative queue.’


Having reached the cave where Father was engrossed in his magical art, the Mist stood facing me.


Would you come again? I didn’t ask, but I received my answer nevertheless.


‘Stay prepared for a long journey ahead. And remember, I am your biggest secret. I am your most potent strength. Today. And always.’


I didn’t offer the Mist to mother me, yet she became one. She protected, cared for and loved me. She nurtured and nourished me. In the days that followed she covered for my adventures and took responsibilities upon herself, setting me free to play out in the wild. The only truth she kept from me was that she was another incarnation of the same illusion sent across as messenger by the sensuous, charismatic Indra!


This I learnt much, much later.


I left the Mist outside and entered the magic cave of the Creator. Walls made of thin ice, the outside world was visible from inside the cave. But not a drop of water trickled down its stern surface, not even in broad daylight when merciless sun rays blazed through each day only to return in defeat each evening. No outsider was permitted until Father himself extended the invite. Chunks of snow would form a spear at the entrance at the minutest effort to violate this custom.


I looked behind to check on the Mist. She was gone. A droning sound welcomed me from the other end. Father was crafting me, slowly, scattering flakes of sandalwood all around. Steady hands were carving the designs with confidence. Stealthily, I walked up to him and stared at the body. The face seemed as notorious as the Rain, the body voluptuous like the River, and the dense and overpowering hair like the Mist! Strong eyebrows, broad forehead and a small chin on an oval face, with eyes closed into a lifeless sleep carried a distinct smirk which Brahma would not have added deliberately. But such, I have learnt from Father, is the indomitable spirit of creation. You can create only a part of your vision; the rest creates itself!


Brahma stood erect and poured honey from a barrel. The sticky liquid dropped slowly on the forehead, then made its way downwards, glistening the crust and adding a brownish tinge with its golden viscosity. He dragged a huge basket from the other end of the cave. In it freshly plucked marigolds and jasmines sparkled like stars, their natural delight energizing the gloomy silence inside the cave. With enormous patience Brahma covered the honey-washed body with these flowers, the yellow and white petals sticking to the skin like a rich amorphous cover.


Brahma fell on the ground, exhausted.


‘The flowery cover looks weird,’ I couldn’t help reacting.


‘Why do you say that?’ Brahma raised his head.


‘I am not sure. But the sight feels awkward, I don’t know why!’ I floated around mischievously, inspecting Brahma’s work like a critic.


Brahma’s stern eyes locked themselves over me, trying to discover the source of my discomfort. Unable to trace a clue from my restless movements around the body, he sighed.


‘Human bodies are covered with flowers after death, before they are cremated. That’s why the sight isn’t bringing to you the best of vibes. A lot is same about the stages before birth and after death. But I wonder how this knowledge has come over to trouble you well before your entry into the process of life! Maybe the consciousness of death precedes the awareness of birth.’


The curves of the body were apparent under the heavy floral cover.
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