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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 include Sita, Sati, Savitri, Damayanti and Arundhati. The distinction between these two different titles arose primarily because certain versions of the epics have taken the liberty to celebrate women as per the popular beliefs of their era and, of course, those of the translators. One school of thought defines ‘Sati’ as symbolizing the women’s unconditional devotion to 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 challenges. These women are depicted as self-sacrificing and selfless, yet invincible when drafting their own position of strength and authority.


Various senior scholars translate the Pancha Kanyas as ‘five virgins’. Thus, based on textual evidence, the Kanyas and Satis are different women. However, in the earliest texts, 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 Mahabharat of Vedavyasa versus the dissemination of Valmiki Ramayan. The former specifically mentions the Pancha Kanyas.


Many versions of the Ramayan discuss the Satis in terms of loyalty and physical chastity. Such women, including Sita, aren’t restricted to only five. But they don’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, with research trying to draw parallels!


An ancient shloka establishes that reciting the names of the Pancha Kanya can dispel sins, which again confirms the ‘Sati’ status of these women. Sati, meaning pure, devoted and fair. Purity that cannot be destroyed by external influence, because criticism or judgment cannot deflect one from her chosen path of righteousness.


In the Sati series, I follow this conception 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.


However, the Sati series is not meant to be biographical. The purpose of the series is to draw attention to a part of the journeys of these legendary women that have 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 not only presents an inclusive overview 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, fourth and fifth book of the series, Ahalya, Mandodari and Tara, the entire narrative had to be recreated. About Kunti and Draupadi, a lot is known already. My retellings 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; not afraid to express, nor hesitant to ignore the binding rules of the world. Kunti called for a relook at the patriarchal origins of ‘Mata’ and, in relation, the pervasive sociopolitical image of the sacrificing Indian mother. Draupadi was even more complicated than the previous books because it shed light on the societal reactions across generations towards crimes against women, particularly those who are successful. Mandodari sparked yet another powerful discourse on the critical choices faced by an accomplished woman between the calls of of her mind and heart, in light of a terrible sin committed by her extremely talented husband. Tara, the last book of the series, brings up the discourse of human–animal politics, highlighting the grandeur of certain traditions of the forest and the wisdom of animals that transcends boundaries. It also explores the sensitivity that prompts a woman to forgo the blinds borne by the diplomatic crown of a queen. 


Ram’s killing of Bali while hiding behind a bush is a disturbing episode from the Ramayan that I personally could never digest. Tara’s narrative opens with an acknowledgement of Bali’s death and then travels through the sequence of events – securing some emotional and logical derivatives. 









PROLOGUE


Queen Mandodari,


As I write this letter, I wonder whether my words will reach you. We, the animals, express ourselves in more ways than one, but a script is the first of its kind. I believe it will further communication, especially in interpersonal and diplomatic relationships. Initially, we will need interpreters, such as Hanuman. Later, the curve will slope, and language will flow. 


Sugreev encouraged my attempts; Bali was not amused. 


‘Why do you spend time on something so unimportant?’ he would ask, repeatedly climbing up a tamal tree and jumping down.


 ‘How is this not important?’ I would be taken aback. 


‘We have a voice and a body. Those are enough for articulation.’ 


Bali would stroke my face with his tail and tilt his head to the right, revealing a wide range of teeth. It irritated me when he did this. 


‘A script will transmit crucial messages from one source to another when direct interaction is not possible.’ I slapped him on the back with a swing of my tail.


‘Why is such transmission required?’ 


This would make me look up. Bali was watching me innocently. If only he were anything close to innocent … We kept having these arguments. ‘What do you mean? When putting together a kingdom and protecting it from its enemies, the messages will need to discreetly reach the right destination. This will maintain transparency with allies and give you an edge over the opponent.’


He shook his head like a stubborn child. ‘When we are attacked, we fight. When we receive love, we love back. Things are simple and straightforward. Writing will complicate matters.’


For Bali, the world was linear, and its rules were meant to be effortless. He didn’t see principles changing really fast or virtues being revised. 


‘Bali, don’t speak just because God has given you a mouth. You have been gifted a brain, too. Use it. Talk sense, at least sometimes.’


He relaxed, his body stretching out. ‘Persuade me,’ he challenged.


‘Do you realize that a script could document history? Whatever is happening today, the problems we are facing, the solutions we are coming up with, the stories of our community and vegetation, the land and its practices – all these could serve as a comprehensive reference for the future,’ I said with great excitement. 


Bali was hardly swayed. ‘You really think so?’ He sat up restlessly. ‘What if the future finds such documentation restrictive? What if historical narratives limit the imagination of upcoming generations? No, wait.’ He stopped me as I was about to erupt. ‘What will you write about? The making of Kishkindha? How we’ve stitched a system together?’ He did a backflip. ‘Think about it. What if this history impels its readers to stop thinking beyond us? What if they immerse themselves in the vanity of something they have not contributed to, and flaunt the glory of ancestors as their own defining identity instead? Every new generation must engrave its independent achievements. Don’t let the accomplishments of one era become baggage for another!’


My head was reeling now. Passion is always crazy, ideals are unwavering. One has to spend a day with Bali to endure their extent. He was smiling at my furious face. I don’t know whether Bali truly believed what he said or if it was a trick to get me to talk. He hated when I remained silent, withdrawn or thoughtful. From dropping bananas in my vicinity to raising a storm of dry leaves by shaking the surrounding trees, he would attempt all kinds of distractions just to hear me shout, ‘Bali, stop!’ He would then rush in, sit close to me, brushing his arm against mine.


‘You mean history is futile? Keeping a chronological note of events is a stupid occupation?’ I asked angrily, picking up a few pebbles from the ground. He chuckled again, displaying his prominent teeth. 


‘History is not futile; historians are.’ He laughed loudly and dodged the stone I had thrown, pointing to his ear. ‘Historians politicize events. Preferred characters become heroes; anyone questioning the heroes is vilified. Historians forget to file how many were deceived by the inspirations of an epoch – every great personality hides a trail of undocumented cruelty.’ Bali was running now, as I chased him through the mango forest. He picked up a fruit and gobbled it on the run, throwing the peel and the seed at me. ‘The human race salutes manipulative writers. May the animals be spared. Aaarrrrgh … slow down, woman,’ he groaned, as some pebbles landed on his back. ‘What is remembered is all that matters. Only memories are real. Documentation is deceitful.’ He disappeared between the tall grasses and towering trees. 


I stopped, scanning my surroundings to trace him. He was surely watching from somewhere, yet I couldn’t even hear him breathing. Climbing the branches of a tree, I leapt up to survey until the edges of the Pampa Lake. He was nowhere to be seen. 


Useless fellow.


I jumped down and turned around. There he was, holding an earthen pot, eyeing me strangely. I charged at him, slapped his head and jabbed his belly, making him fall as I caught the pot of water just before it spilled. Desperately gulping down the liquid, my grip loosened, and the pot crashed to the ground. My victim was rubbing his head where I had struck him. 


‘Sugreev!’ 


Bali’s twin looked up. ‘Are you mad? Bali told me you wanted water to drink,’ he accused. 


‘You believed? How can you fall for his pranks again and again?’ I rebuked. 


Sugreev didn’t answer. Nor did he mention that I, the wife, had been duped by the prank as well. Quietly, he moved on. These two looked terribly alike. Countless times, the elder one had planted mischief, getting the younger one into trouble and leaving everyone else embarrassed. 


Oh, Mandodari, I sat down to write a letter to you and see how I’ve digressed right from the beginning. Even after his death, I am consumed by the thoughts of Bali. They haunt me everywhere, claiming time and attention. It’s as if I’ve just come back from chasing him to converse with you. My heart is still racing as I recall how Bali kept me on my toes. My past and my present, my verity and my hallucination, have merged into a gigantic delusion. Bali has already begun his solitary trek into a larger world. Yet, I remain trapped by my love for him, seeking him as mine, longing and lusting for him, feeling happy for him and getting angry at him. 


Mandodari, pardon me for this slip. 


I will not scrap the personal episodes I have scribbled down. Let me warn that we, the animals, do not arrange our narratives in a standard sequence like humans. We recount things as they appear to us, whether cordial or cruel. You might have reasons to loathe us, Mandodari. And, you might also feel a certain kinship. Too many common threads have mercilessly entwined both our lives. Your terrific brothers, Dunduvi and Mayavi, had sent shockwaves through the animal kingdom. Bali eventually killed them to protect the forest-dwellers. These killings came at a heavy cost, though, transforming the loving twins into bitter enemies. Dormant demons awakened, leaving one dead and the other burdened with guilt for life. You can understand the pain of death. This is the only plane where all forms of life are unconditionally aligned. Distinctions perish with death. Only crushing regret remains. At this stage in life, where you’ve lost Ravan, and Bali is a bygone, our chaotic paths have shed their embellishments. You and I have become women who breathe in the present but live in the past, walking hand in hand with invisible mementoes. 


My script and Bali’s words are both rendered inadequate. 


Bali used to speak very highly of Ravan – a terrifying enemy turned dependable friend. He praised the latter’s knowledge in body-crafting, astronomy and Ayurveda. I owe you an important story.


Those were the days when Kishkindha had been newly set up. A lot of work remained to make the systems functional. On his way back from the Himalayas, Ravan learnt about this remarkable forest kingdom, ruled by a graceful monkey. Whether he wanted to experience its splendour or destroy the supremacy of the animals, I don’t know. Ravan barged into Kishkindha. 


Everyone had heard about the Asur king defeating Kuber and ousting him from his own country. Sugreev was frightened. Ravan glared at the quivering vanjula flowers beside the Pampa and proposed a war with Bali. At that time, Bali was travelling in the coastal regions of the west, praying to his gods. Ravan left to find Bali, leaving behind a trembling Sugreev in anticipation of tumultuous destruction. Within a few days, however, we woke up to a scene that none of us had expected. Bali and Ravan were returning to Kishkindha, hands on each other’s shoulders, chatting and laughing like two long-lost friends had reunited. Bali never told anyone what happened between them, nor did Ravan. 


Folk artists seldom miss an opportunity. Their lyrics spoke of an arrogant Ravan discovering Bali on the banks of the Narmada River, deep in meditation. Unwilling to disturb the worshipper, Ravan waited indefinitely for Bali to rise. When the latter did not get up after several days, Ravan grew angry. He tried lifting the huge monkey by his tail. Not even its tip could be displaced. As hard as Ravan tried, the tail seemed to gain weight, mocking the Asur monarch and making him sweat and puff. Bali remained absorbed in his meditation. Feeling insulted and assuming it to be some esoteric trick of the animals, Ravan jumped over the tail, sitting with his legs on either side. He drew his sword to chop the monkey’s pride into pieces. The long tail suddenly recoiled, holding Ravan tight within its turns. The sword fell from Ravan’s hands. Before he could react, Bali opened his eyes, still chanting his prayers to the river, and took a giant leap. If only Ravan could have guessed what he had got himself into! 


After his prayers, it was Bali’s ritual to take a round of the world. He paid homage to Mother Earth and the sea. His flight was his liberation, cutting through the air with tremendous speed. Trapped within the twists of his tail, the world whirling around him, and fur entering his nose and ears, the mighty Ravan sneezed and strained. Yet he could not move even a finger. Constricted within the tight coils, his skin developed rashes. 


Ravan stopped trying. Gritting his teeth, ears hurting from the rush of wind, hair going haywire and the heart threatening to pop out of its diaphragm, he waited for Bali to return to land, all the while chanting the Shiva mantra. 


After a time that seemed like eternity, Bali finally landed on Rishyamukh Mountain. He dusted off the grime covering his body, preparing to dive into the Pampa. A deep voice from behind made him turn. He was astounded to see a handsome young man kneeling behind him, his face sullied and eyes red. 


Well, this is what the folk artists sing. Bali was infamous for his pranks, keeping a straight face all the while and never missing a target. 


‘I accept defeat. You are the victor. Please grant a vanquished warrior the grace of death.’ Ravan took out a dagger clasped to his waist belt and held it out to surrender.


Bali took some time to understand the message. ‘In order for you to be defeated, shouldn’t there at least be a war? I am the unfortunate one who can’t claim the joy of defeating you as much as I would have loved to. I will not lie at this hour since I am in the middle of my prayers. If it were any other time of the day, I wouldn’t mind.’ He smirked.


There was something endearing about his voice. Ravan laughed out loud. We heard its echo across the forest. Rishyamukh quivered. Sugreev approached the great bear Jambavan and a few others to accompany him in that direction. I stopped them. Somehow I had a feeling that everything was fine, no one needed to worry and no one should interfere. Sugreev needed to hear that. He quickly sat down, tense and praying for the safe return of his brother. I looked back in the direction of Rishyamukh Mountain, hoping to see some signs that confirmed my confidence. Even the crows had stopped cawing there.


‘You may not have fought. But I was warring. And I have been brutally beaten. Quite literally. I deserve death. I can’t go back and tell them that I survived a battle I lost. Please grant me the honour,’ Ravan pleaded.


‘Ho … ho … ho … hold on,’ Bali closed his arms. ‘You want me to go back to my tribe and tell them that though I had nothing to do with someone, I killed him because he lost a hand in a battle which I didn’t fight!’ He stretched his back towards the right, then to the left. ‘Ridiculous. It’s below my dignity.’ Without another word, Bali dived into the Pampa Sarovar. The herons quacked and made way.


The water coughed with a reverse splash. Ravan had jumped in after him. They countered the currents with speed, propelling their arms back and forth, swooping inside the water and coming up again. Neither could swim faster than the other. In the middle of the lake, Ravan caught up with Bali and brought him to a halt. 


‘I am a warrior, Bali. I can’t live with the shame of defeat,’ he said, floating on the surface.


Bali leaned against a rock for a brief respite. ‘Animals attack only when they are threatened. I am not scared of you, nor do I see you as an enemy who can cause harm to me or my clan.’ Ravan sighed as Bali watched him, amused. ‘This doesn’t undermine your capability to do so; it only boasts of my power to protect my dependants. Why fight and kill when we can be friends?’	


‘A friendship between us?’ Ravan was shocked. ‘Do you know that I consider Indra, your father, to be my arch-rival?’


‘Defeat and dismiss him if you can. I promise never to come in between.’ Bali shrugged, standing in the water controlled by Indra.


The water level receded immediately. Neither of them cared. Ravan hugged Bali. 


‘I owe my life to you, my friend. You can claim it whenever you want,’ he promised.


Why am I writing to you, Mandodari, about all this? The reasons are many. I’d never spoken to Ravan; he didn’t know I existed. But these memories of him were left with me. Some I witnessed from a distance. The rest have passed on through the music and stories of the land. Consider this letter a handover of such memories. 


We, the animals, operate with a freedom of our own. A friend we respect forever, an enemy we forget never. This ideology leaves me with certain obligations. For my family, Ravan was both a friend and an enemy – the former as pleasant as the latter was fierce. Though the friendship was mutual, our enmity towards Ravan was not direct. My clan and I got involved in a war which was not for the monkeys to fight and lose lives over. However, for all living beings on this planet, ethics is a personal choice. Bali was a friend to Ravan; Sugreev became a friend of Ram. I served as the unspoken bridge between the twins, for this too, as in all other things. 


Ravan must have told you about his friendship with Bali and the promise he made. Else, why would you respond to Bali’s son, Angad, and thwart Ravan’s life-saving yagna at a critical juncture of the war? Ravan may have forgotten his promise, you did not. 


As for me, Mandodari, I believe Ram’s strategic association with Sugreev wouldn’t have helped him win the battle with Ravan, had he not been subtly aided by Bali’s karma. 


I end this letter with gratitude. 


Yours, 


Tara
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I had seldom witnessed a more ferocious phase in my life. Heat waves had gripped the world. They melted the glaciers, unsettling Mahadev in Kailash. Blocks of ice surged into the Gangotri, flooding the plains below. Incendiary debris fell onto the turbulent surface, emitting thick smoke. Sea animals fled towards the sweet waters. Those who couldn’t escape perished in the boiling waterbody that was once their trusted habitat. Fiery winds carrying a repulsive stench charged northwards, accusing the great god of severe injustice. 


A forest fire had broken out on the outskirts of Kishkindha, and it was spreading fast. Our land, along with its residents, would be wiped out if the calamity was not contained right away. The vanar women rushed forward to throw water at the flames. The fire seemed to have opened its mouth with demonic hunger. The roasted flesh was insufficient for its insatiable gluttony. Only the rains could quench this inebriate. 


‘Rocks. Dump rocks!’ I commanded. ‘Keep up with the water.’ I grabbed Bali’s mace and rushed towards the Pampa. The girls stopped abruptly. Without wasting time, they divided themselves into three groups. One ran behind Ruma, balancing as many rocks on their heads and shoulders as they could. This task wasn’t difficult; the forest, spread out on the plains beneath a mountain, was littered with stones of all shapes and sizes. The two other groups followed me. 


We gathered water from the Pampa and hurled it at the fire with all our might. Another group collected a huge pile of leaves in no time. I closed my eyes and uttered a prayer: ‘Forgive me, Mother Earth. We need to survive. We need resources. We have no other way.’ With a heavy blow, I struck the dry earth using the mace. It shattered into powdery sand. The sand was scooped onto the large leaves and dropped on the flames from above, while water was splashed from the sides. In the meantime, the stones, both big and small, began to fall too. 


The burning trees rustled out their last prayers. Some of the girls jumped atop them, scattering a cover of thorny leaves. Gel-like material was trapped between the blades of their large shoots. Oh god, I’d completely forgotten about them. This region grew these plants in plenty. The fire seemed to be receding. No one stopped until every last flicker was extinguished. Smoke swirled upwards, suppressed by the ambush. I looked at Ruma; she was already staring at me. We turned away before the tears could fall from our eyes.
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‘Let us uproot these useless plants,’ Sugreev suggested. 


‘No,’ Bali said sternly. ‘We will not uproot anything. There must be an alternative.’


‘But these are not edible,’ argued Sugreev, tearing off a piece from the long, thorny leaves and shoving it into his mouth. Its slimy, watery membrane stuck to his tongue. ‘Yuck!’ He spat it out immediately. ‘Atrocious. The edges hurt.’


‘These plants will stay where they are. It’s their space,’ Bali affirmed. ‘We will figure out another way to our food. I think Sushena can advise.’


Sushena, my father. 


‘He is a doctor, not an agricultural expert,’ Sugreev grimaced. 


Bali slapped his back, making his twin squirm. ‘Mark my words, brother. Someday, in a moment of great crisis, these plants will provide crucial relief. Thank me then.’


Sugreev removed his brother’s fingers from his aching back, grumbling to himself. ‘Inedible plants will save us from an imaginary massacre. Doctors should double up as farmers. Animals must thrive in the wild, strictly partitioned from urban civilization. What’s next? Fish will fly? Birds will burp? Butterflies will chew?’ Sugreev grouched away. Bali headed leftwards to meet my father.
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‘What was this, Bali?’ I asked. Tired and triumphant, the girls were going back now. The smoke from burnt leaves was suffocating. The smell was familiar – it had emerged from Bali’s pyre not so long ago. 


‘Didn’t I say these plants would save lives?’ he bragged, missing the point as usual.


‘When a prediction comes true, pride comes naturally. Self-obsession elevates it to another level.’ 


His laughter resounded through the scorched trees. ‘The foolish receive the success of others with jealousy.’


I wished I could slap him. Instead, I went back to my question. ‘Why this sudden heat and forest fire?’


‘Oh, that,’ he returned to the context. ‘The war has ended. Ram has achieved victory. Ravan is defeated. Sita is back.’


The information was delivered curtly, devoid of excitement. ‘That is good news!’ I exclaimed. ‘Why is nature being so violent then?’


I heard a sigh, a deep one. ‘As Ravan’s pyre burns on the other side, there is a fire on this side too,’ he paused. ‘The fire of suspicion. Callous speculations have been launched at Sita like pointed arrows. They interlocked to raise a blazing rampart in her path. The arrows have flown in from all corners of the country, which has just been apprised of the great victory. They are sceptical about Sita’s loyalty. What had she traded to stay alive in enemy land? They expect the fire to expose the woman’s sins, if any.’


I cringed. ‘Ram doesn’t do anything? Lakshman doesn’t protest? Sugreev? Hanuman?’


‘They can’t do anything,’ Bali said calmly. ‘Questions have answers. Attacks have a counter. Distrust is a black shadow cast by polluted minds. No one knows the origin; it is only felt in collective cynicism.’


I wanted to break some heads. What progress do the civilized gloat about if they cannot put their backyards in order? It’s quite obvious why Bali had no respect for the principles of humans! 


‘What happened to Sita?’ My voice was solemn, restraining my instinct from venting out at Bali.


He sounded warm now. ‘She walked through the flames and came out unscathed. Silent as steel, answerable to none. The fire has lost its heat. But earthly environment is affected. Tranquil nature is angry.’ 


‘Foolish world,’ I remarked. 


‘Foolish or wise, such is it,’ Bali interrupted. ‘Beyond this dense forest lives a camp of chameleons. They change colours, their tongues venomous. They bite those who are kind. They withdraw and worship if their poison can’t kill, waiting for an opportune time when their victims would be vulnerable.’


Bali often spoke in metaphors these days. He used to be more direct earlier. ‘What does this mean?’ 


‘Nothing,’ he pulled back. ‘Sita is fine. The humans call her Sita ma now, preparing to fall at her feet, seeking blessings from the goddess whom their fire could not burn.’


Goddess! I grabbed the branch of a tree between my fist, eventually loosening my grip.


‘Where are you now, Bali?’ I remembered his hands around my waist not too long ago.


Unaware of my thoughts, Bali killed the romance. ‘At the edge of the sea, where the fire from the deceased king’s pyre goes straight up to the sky.’


‘Isn’t Ravan with you by now?’ I uttered, surprised.


‘No. His pyre still burns. He hasn’t left yet, not completely,’ he observed. ‘The celebrations have begun on the other side. Sita is no longer visible. The monkeys are rejoicing. Dussehra. The festival will henceforth commemorate the defeat of Ravan by Ram, the fall of the sinner before the godly.’ In Bali’s words, I could see what had transpired in Sugreev’s troop. Their happiness was well-earned. 


‘You believe that Ravan was a sinner?’ I tried to corner Bali, but he was a tough nut.


‘Relationships don’t make characters, actions do. Ravan kidnapped Sita and he killed Jataayu. No friendship should shield acts of crime.’


Well, I wasn’t expecting this. I was yet to disown the bitterness, though. ‘Shouldn’t Dussehra also immortalize Sita’s walk through the fire of suspicion?’ 


‘For pessimists, it would. For optimists, not really.’ He seemed to smile. ‘Dussehra honours the love story of Sita and Ram, which remained steady despite domestic and foreign invasions.’ 


Bali left me curious. Arguments with the dead are seldom conclusive.


‘They will be back in Kishkindha soon,’ he added. ‘Go, prepare.’


‘Why should I believe in ambiguous information received from the lifeless?’ I shrugged and started strolling back to the tribe. ‘No one has told me anything; I haven’t heard anything.’ 


Bali used to say that I am a difficult woman. It’s fun being one.
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Soon, the Pushpak chariot landed on the plains below Rishyamukh Mountain, sending the region’s dwellers into a frenzy. Everyone ran to catch a glimpse of Ravan’s famous birdcraft carrying the victors, the erstwhile hostage and Lanka’s traitor, Vibhisan. I stood around lazily, watching the mayhem. 


‘Tara!’ Ruma called out. ‘What are you standing here for? Get ready, quick. We need to welcome them.’ 


Ruma, Sugreev’s wife. I dragged her closer by the hand, arranging her hair and fur. ‘You go. Sugreev will be with them.’


The girl was glowing with excitement. She hesitated. ‘Sugreev wouldn’t appreciate it. You are the chief …’


‘Hierarchy be damned,’ I snapped at her. ‘Now run.’ And she did. The attendants got busy arranging food and accommodations for the guests. Ruma had personally inspected the cave at Rishyamukh that Ram and Sita would occupy. Kishkindha was alive and buzzing after days of deafening quietness. I looked up at the sky. It felt as if Bali had returned after some expedition. 


Soon after, I caught a whiff of him. He had taken another route to enter Kishkindha, tiptoeing forward as I leaned against a bamboo stem. Just as he lifted his hand mid-air, I raised mine and flipped the falling coconut shell back at him. He jumped back. ‘How do you always know!’ 


I laughed and touched his chin. Angad, my son by Bali, swatted my hand away. He turned towards me, thumping the ground with his feet. I tickled him the way I used to when he was a child. He forgot everything, giggled and leapt forward to lift me with his right hand, tossing me upwards! I landed on his left shoulder. Carrying me in that position, he started jumping from one tree to another as I flicked his nose with my tail. By the time we parked, he was panting, as was I. 


I wished this boy didn’t remind me so much of Bali.
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