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HER STORIES




THE CALL GIRLS AT THE SHELTER HOME



Japan invaded China. The war snatched from the people the liberty to live as free human beings. The soldiers who arrived in the unfamiliar terrain turned out to be demonic, as if reflecting the brutality of the war. They killed people indiscriminately, culling them like chickens afflicted with disease. The women, whose lives were centred around their home, family and paddy fields so far, now witnessed things they had never seen before. Everything turned topsy-turvy. They whispered among themselves in fear, concluding that these men had lost the compassion that belongs to a human heart. What remained in their bodies were only the parts below the waist. The women were mortally scared. Used as they were to the simple peasant’s life, they found the events happening around them absolutely incomprehensible.


Take for example, the case of U-Lien – mother of six, grandmother of fourteen and great-grandmother to three kids. Who could imagine that anybody would lust after her, her body now swollen like a round gourd? Something had happened to her when she was middle-aged. She started gaining weight. And this continued. The older she got, the fatter she became and ultimately, she almost looked like a baby elephant. However, she was quite active, waddling around, doing whatever she could manage. She even visited her neighbours every now and then. People fondly called her ‘Ludhumi bai’, the fat sister. Her hair, eyelashes and eyebrows had all turned white. People liked her a lot. Her face was always ready to break into a smile. Her nature was like her body – generous and expansive, encircling everybody with a big hug. She accepted that she would not live too long, and lived peacefully in her small world.


That day a few women, along with Ludhumi-bai and Ling Chow, were at Ling-Ten’s cottage chatting among themselves. What was there to say really? The same things – the war, the fear, the soldiers’ behaviour. Then suddenly, they espied a few Japanese soldiers standing at the gate leading to the cottage. Immediately, Ling-Ten led the women to a door at the back of the house. It was near a well in the backyard and the women managed to escape. But there was a problem with Ludhumi-bai. Her huge frame could not pass through the door. Helpless, Ling-Ten brought some leaves and creepers from the garden and covered her up. He hid himself too the same way and cringed in fear. After a while, from his hiding place he heard a sudden heart-rending cry, as if somebody was slowly butchering a pig with a blunt dao, a big knife. Then there was a gurgling sound from the throat and a long bout of moaning, followed by silence.


Ling-Ten was sure that something had happened to Ludhumi-bai. After the soldiers left Ling-Ten, Ling Chow and the women came back. Their blood froze, their eyes shut in horror at what they saw. Near the small door next to the well, U-Lien’s fat, naked body lay on the grass, lifeless. It bore numerous signs of physical torture; blood had now coagulated in many places. It was obvious that not one, but many men had invaded the poor old woman’s body.


After this incident, Ling Chow and the other women feared living in their own houses. A white woman had opened a shelter home in their area. The women took refuge in this camp. The soldiers did not dare to barge into the camp as it was run by the whites. The women found it safer to stay there.


One day, a group of seven pretty, young girls from the town of Chuchaou, now called Chuzhou, arrived at the shelter. The way they were dressed, the manner in which they talked and moved convinced the peasant women that these girls were different from them. They were incensed. Why were these girls staying in this shelter home? They could get plenty of customers outside. They could make enough money, too. At least this would have ensured that the soldiers stayed away from the housewives of the village. Ling Chow did not hesitate to openly show her hatred for the young girls. ‘These characterless girls … look at their audacity – coming to stay under the same roof with us,’ she grumbled.


The girls seemed to understand the hostility of the women. They kept to themselves, in one corner of the shelter. They did not go out of their way to communicate, or try to make any overtures towards the others.


But one day Ling-Chow couldn’t help asking one of them, ‘Why are you here? You don’t look as if you fear the men.’


One of the prettiest girls in the group replied, ‘We heard that a white woman has opened a shelter here and that the soldiers didn’t trouble the inmates. That’s why we are here.’


Another said, ‘Yes, granny, you are right. We know men. But we are unable to recognize these men. These soldiers who have arrived from a foreign land, they are not the kind of men we have known.’


‘We too hate the enemy; we hate those who invade our land,’ chimed another.


That night, the women in the shelter were in for a shock. There was a huge ruckus in front of the shelter home around midnight. The women woke up, startled. They heard sounds of the gate rattling and then, a burst of bullets. The foreigner woman decided to investigate, approaching the gate with a lamp in her hand. The women huddled together, trembling in fear. Outside stood around a hundred armed soldiers. They had come here sniffing the flesh of women. The white woman who managed the shelter returned after meeting the soldiers and stood with her head bowed, facing the women. She told them that the soldiers wanted five to six women, otherwise they would enter the home. Everyone went silent. The sound of rattling and kicking at the gate kept getting louder. They would enter the shelter any time.


The women saw the lamp in the white woman’s hand was swinging from side to side like a pendulum, and she was shaking uncontrollably. ‘How can I tell any of you to go out there, and that too for something like this? But still, I have to ask – is there anyone at all who can save these housewives?’ she whispered, her voice croaking with unshed tears. The ruckus outside was almost unbearable.


Suddenly, the young girls from Chuchaou stood up. Their leader gave instructions, ‘Get ready, comb your hair, try to smile. We have to go to work.’


The girls got ready to walk out to the gate. The white woman drew a cross on her chest and bowed her head, saying, ‘God will bless you for this deed.’


‘Your God doesn’t know us,’ one girl grimaced and spat. Then they went out to the courtyard.


The racket outside, the firing of the rifles, stopped. The women inside made their beds. A few of them fell asleep.


But Ling Chow couldn’t sleep, her head hidden between her knees. The space next to her was empty now. This was where the pretty girls used to sleep. Her eyes brimmed with tears. She tried to wipe them away, but in vain. She could feel her heart contract with sorrow. She had been cruel to the girls. She could still hear the young girl’s voice, ‘We know men … But these men, these soldiers who have arrived from a foreign land, they are not the kind of men we know.’


As the words reverberated in her ears, Ling Chow could feel her tears flow endlessly.




THE GIRL WITH LONG HAIR



Mainao stands on her toes, on the threshold of youth. She is a cheerful, attractive girl with small twinkling eyes and rounded limbs taut with the touch of the sun and rain. Her complexion is a sunburnt brown, with tints of copper-red. When Mainao laughs, her small eyes crinkle and look even smaller.


The firstborn in her family, Mainao has three younger siblings. Her father teaches in a primary school about three kilometres away; her mother takes care of the household. They are not too badly off. There is enough rice in the granary, cattle in the shed and plenty of areca nut trees and betel leaf creepers in the kitchen garden.


This is the year of Mainao’s all-important matriculation exam. She works hard on her lessons morning and evening, although she is not that good at studies and would much rather do the household chores. And how well she does the chores! When she sweeps the courtyard, it looks so neat that you could eat off the floor. When she cuts loose the warm shawl with a farou-megan motif from the loom, even the pigeons on the roof coo their approval: ‘Why Mainao, you’ve worked our eyes and feathers into the loom so deftly!’ When she weaves an arnai sador in the dhekia pattern, the ferns underneath the betel nut tree bow shyly, wondering, ‘Are we that pretty? O Mainao, you’ve made us look so good with your weaving!’


Mainao has long, lovely hair reaching down to her hips, black, silky and well-oiled. When she gathers it all up into a bun at the nape of her neck, it looks only a little smaller than her head. She is rather proud of her hair. She would beg her mother for money to get it trimmed at the beauty parlour in town, about a kilometre away.


Her parents scold her sometimes because of her preoccupation with her hair. But who could be angry with Mainao for long? She will be crestfallen for some time, and then grin. Nowadays, she likes to imitate a Hindi film heroine with long hair. Like her, she embellishes her hair with colourful clips. However, her mother and others who see her busy with the household chores – swabbing, weaving, cooking – are not aware what goes on in the girl’s mind. When she returns from the parlour in town, she washes her hair with hibiscus petals or jetuka leaves. Then, with the colourful clips adorning her hair, she stands near the gate in front of the house.


At these moments can anyone peep into her mind? No. Secretly, she plays and laughs with a young man. In her mind, the image of the young man is vague. He is somewhat similar to the handsome young actor who courts the heroine Mainao adores, with his songs full of yearning while running on the beach. Sometimes, he looks like the son of the headmaster of her father’s school, who is now studying somewhere in a distant city outside Assam. When she thinks of the headmaster’s son, she is assailed by the citrous scent of a lemon flower.


He had visited their house once. His father, the headmaster, had sent some papers for her father. He was home on summer holiday. Mainao had served him tea with steamed tekeli pitha filled with ground sesame seed and jaggery. After he finished off three in one go, her mother asked if he would like to have some more. He asked for two more. Mainao’s parents had praised him a lot. After he left, the house was filled with an aroma like that of lemon flowers. Perhaps he had bought a bottle of perfume in the city where he was studying, she thought. She wanted to ask him if he could bring a bottle for her too, the next time he came home. She would pay, of course. She had some money stashed away from selling three pigs, some chickens and pigeons.


One day as she went into town with her friends, she tried to sniff the perfume bottles in the cosmetics shop. She was disappointed; not a single bottle had that lemony aroma. So she bought another, which was quite nice too, and came in a beautiful bottle. They had reached home late that day. Her mother was waiting anxiously at the front gate; her father had cycled to the four-lane junction nearby searching for her. At home, she faced a barrage of admonishment from her parents. Wasn’t she aware of what was happening all around? The andolon was at its zenith.


How many boys like the headmaster’s son were left, anyway? Most of the young men had left studying and work behind and joined the agitation. The boys had learned lots of new things, even how to use guns and ammunition. They had a lot of power now. Even the elderly folk in society were scared of them. The demand for their own state had changed a lot of things. Wasn’t Mainao aware of all this?


Mainao does not bother much about these things. Sometimes people come out in processions, sometimes there is a call for a bandh, sometimes the boys get into skirmishes with the police and the army personnel. But these things had been happening elsewhere – not in her village. She has heard from others that sometimes there are even shootings between the different parties. But these meetings, processions, people piling into buses and trucks to hold public demonstrations, or shutting down roads and train lines, have been happening all the time. What’s the big deal? She has grown up seeing it all.


Her ears are tired of hearing the same old instructions from her parents – don’t go there, don’t do this, and so on. These things have happened, and will continue happening. This is her philosophy. For such mundane events, why should she stop going to the bazaar if she needs threads for the loom, or when she wants to buy a pair of earrings or clips for her hair, or a necklace? So, she gets very angry when her parents go on and on with these warnings. Isn’t there anything else to talk about?


Mainao is basically a happy-go-lucky girl. She hardly finds anything to be unhappy about. How can she stay morose, especially at this time of the season? After all, Durga Puja is round the corner. There is a small shrine dedicated to God Bathow in a corner of the courtyard, which she swabs to a perfect red. Next to it is a sewali tree. She can see its base covered with the white flowers in the morning, giving out a heady fragrance heralding the autumn festival. The shops are full of colourful balloons and garlands. Like every year, in a corrugated tin shade in front of the house on the railway line they have started making the idol of the devi. By now, Mainao has finished weaving the red dokhana. It is of the brightest red, and on it she has woven designs like those on the Assamese mekhela sador. The flowers in the pattern are yellow; spattered between the lines are butas in black and white. She had already gone with Binuma, Champa and Reema to the town to thread her eyebrows and trim her hair. They are her friends studying in the same class in high school. Their group of ten to twelve girls have all grown up together, and are inseparable. Binuma has bought a beautiful paat silk mekhela sador for the festival. Mainao has copied its design in her dokhana. When her friends saw it they praised Mainao to high heavens for her artistry. Champa has bought a blue churidar kameez with white flowers. Reema has bought a saree with bright chumki work. Then there is Biju … and Konika … and Nilima. All of them have bought new clothes for the festival. Each new outfit bought by any one of the group called for a celebration. Mainao had wanted to buy a churidar set too. But the boys involved in the agitation had given strict instructions that girls of their community could only wear dokhanas.


A pehi of Mainao, her father’s sister, who was a college student, had to use a bicycle to reach the college in town. Finding the dokhana cumbersome, she had stitched a salwarkameez set to wear to college. The salwar suit had by now almost become a uniform for the girls. But those boys had only warned the girls of their community about wearing it. One day, a few boys took a pair of scissors and cut her aunt’s clothes into shreds. She wept all the way home. Her friends had used a copious number of safety pins to hold up the outfit somehow.


That day, her aunt ran a high temperature. It took three days for her to recover from the fever. Mainao sat next to her, regularly changing the wet handkerchief on her forehead to help keep the temperature down. Her heart went out to her aunt. Such a bright student, and now lying like this, she thought. Her pehi was mortally insulted at the treatment meted out to her in broad daylight and in front of so many people. She was mortified at having to walk in public in her tattered clothes. These days when Mainao thinks of wearing something else other than her usual traditional dress, she instantly remembers the face of her aunt, burning with fever.


There were only three days left for the puja. Mainao has finished her puja shopping. She had gone with her friends to the town to buy a pair of earrings with red stones. The parlour was getting crowded, so she had gone early to finish her beauty regimen. Then suddenly, they heard that the people of their community were not allowed to participate in the Hindu puja celebration. The boys engaged in the andolon announced the ban and warned that those who defied it would be punished. Their word was law. People these days bowed to their diktat, and not unwillingly either. They reasoned that the boys were trying to offer something to the people – a dream. It would come true, wouldn’t it?


So, what Mainao regarded as something distant, and not affecting her, became a reality. She would not be able to visit the pandal of the puja. Binuma, Reema and her other friends would go and she would have to stay back – washing, sweeping, cleaning the cattle shed. She would not be able to wear the new outfit she has just woven.


How could it be possible? What could she do? The devi’s idol has been put on the pedestal, the dhak has been making a pulsating sound, the air smelt of jilepis and savoury bhujia, the colour of the balloons dazzled the eyes.


Her friends Binuma, Reema, Champa and the gang had gone in a group to visit the puja venue. On their way they called her asking if she would come. While coming back they brought little mementoes for her. As she took them from her friends her chest seemed to contract with sorrow. Seeing her like this, the eyes of her friends too filled with tears. They gave her an idea. After the next day, the puja would be almost over and the idol would be immersed in the river. So she could go to the pandal that day with them. Who would notice her among so many girls? They would put her in the middle, hiding her and take her back home. It was going to be their secret. Even Mainao’s parents did not get a whiff of this plan.


In the afternoon, Mainao was ready to go to Binuma’s place. When she found her mother looking at her suspiciously, she said in defence, ‘What are you looking at? I couldn’t wear this for the puja, I might as well wear it to Binuma’s. Her mother has just got the loom ready for a new set of clothes. She has asked me to come over to see it.’ By the time she finished with her explanation, she had already reached the gate. As a precaution, she told her mother not to worry in case she got late.


The girls did not wait for sunset. As soon as Mainao arrived they took her under their wing and set off for the pandal. A few of her friends told her to change out of her prominent dokhana. But Mainao remembered her aunt’s feverish face and refused. Someone, probably Champa, said, ‘Oh, from a distance it looks like a mekhela sador. Nobody will notice.’


Mainao was entranced at the sight and sound of the balloons, the jilepis, the beating of the dhak and the lights. Her apprehensions vanished. She dressed her beautiful hair with a new hairband. Her hair caught the breeze and swayed like waves; she looked like a dragonfly fluttering about.


When she returned home it never occurred to anyone that she had already been branded a criminal. Within the span of a day, Mainao became an enemy of her people; she was like a hillock in front of a river of revolution. That night itself, a meeting was called by the protesters. They congregated in the courtyard of Mainao’s house; a few leaders of the movement came too. The accused Mainao was yet to change out of her red and yellow clothes, the new hairband was still adorning her hair and the generous splash of perfume stuck to her outfit. She was crying with her head between her knees and, for the first time, she felt the events around her were consuming her skin like burning charcoal.


One of the movement leaders declared their verdict: her hair should be snipped off. A girl who defied the diktat should be taught a lesson. Somebody brought a pair of scissors and Mainao’s weeping increased. No, she would not allow it … she would not cut her precious hair. The arrogant boy who had brought the scissors was ordered to start snipping all the same. The stocky boy, perhaps about five years older to her, dragged Mainao to the centre of the courtyard. Her soft wrist showed the marks of his rough fingers.


Mainao was not a weak girl; she tried to push the young man away. But he was stronger and held her firmly. It was not very easy to trim Mainao’s hair. The woman in the beauty parlour always brought a special pair of scissors when she visited. First, she would spray water from a bottle and then carefully trim Mainao’s silky hair. The boy’s scissors was not very sharp and he had to use all his force to cut her hair. She cried as if her heart was breaking. Binuma and her friends were watching the event unfold from a distance. Now they too started weeping. Look what had come of their innocent fun!


Mainao’s parents watched without protest. Their daughter was in the wrong. There were so many girls in the community, but she was the only one to go against the diktat of the leaders – that too without informing anyone. They prayed that the matter would end with the snipping of their daughter’s hair, and not go beyond to guns and shootings. People watched the man and Mainao. From a distance the pair looked as if they were lovers entangled with each other. The man could only cut her hair by grabbing her close to his chest. And Mainao was jumping like a kawoi fish rubbed with salt to smother it. With each snip of her hair, Mainao would curl up, as if in death throes. Her heart-rending cries filled the air. In the tug of war between the two, the red dokhana slipped off, the beads of her red and yellow necklace tumbled down on the courtyard.


Now she was just in her blouse and petticoat even the lower hooks of her red blouse had come off in the struggle. Her breasts, in the new bloom of youth, showed from beneath the torn blouse. Her lovingly woven red and yellow dokhana lay crumpled on the ground, and on it were unevenly cut tufts of hair. Then an elderly man from the audience put up his hand and ordered that it was enough. He was the priest. Even the young men could not defy the sternness of his voice. Mainao somehow held on to her blouse, its remaining hooks almost coming off, and ran into the house.


Now another crime had been added to Mainao’s original sin. Her virgin body was touched by a man in full public view. Nobody could deny it, all of them had seen it. The young man could hold on to her only by grabbing her close to him. She had lost some of her clothes. She was seen touching his body. So another meeting was called at the temple courtyard. Mainao was summoned to it along with her parents. A trial was held and the verdict given: Mainao must marry the man who had cut her hair. Why? Because of the age-old story of Asagi and Baisagi that had been told for generations.


Legend has it that the sisters Asagi and Baisagi often stole from the fruit garden of the handsome Chandrabao. One day he set a trap and caught them both. Then he held their soft hands and freed them. But the matter did not end there. The next day darkness descended at daytime, crows cawed unnaturally. In fact, everything looked abnormal. People understood that somewhere a young man and woman had committed a sin. At a public gathering Chandrabao and Asagi-Baisagi confessed to their sin. What was the sin? When Chandrabao freed the young women he must have had to touch their bodies. So the verdict was given. Chandrabao must marry both the sisters. Otherwise who would marry young women who had been defiled by the touch of a stranger?


The precedent of this judgment was followed by the people of Mainao’s community. Like Chandrabao, that man who had cut Mainao’s hair had to bow to the rule too. Who dared to defy a social diktat in force for hundreds of years? After all, oral narratives held their people together


And what about Mainao? What was she thinking through all of this? Her mind was absolutely blank. All she was searching for was the smell of a lemon flower. When she tried to breathe in that refreshing smell, something else, a stinking odour of sweat mixed with the mouldy smell of an unwashed pair of jeans assailed her nostrils. And slowly, that awful smell travelled from her nose to her breasts.


The man was asked to stand up. Someone with a deep voice asked Mainao to kneel down and ask for the blessings of the people. But she kept standing as if she had turned into stone. The ability to speak, walk or move her limbs seemed to abandon her.


Streams of tears flowed down Mainao’s cheeks. She wiped them, but they flowed again; she wiped them again, but they flowed nonetheless.




THE HOUSE OF NIBHA-BOU



It is easy to find Nibha-bou’s house. You just have to mention the two aromatic bakul trees that guard the gate leading to it and people will direct you. Though she is no relative, we still call her ‘bou’, since she is quite like the respected wife of an elder brother. It was her mother-in-law who had planted the bakul trees. She had, in fact, brought the saplings from her maiden home. She was very fond of gardening. When Nibha-bou entered the house as a new bride, she found it neat, well-kept, and surrounded by flowers and a tamarind tree. Her father-in-law was a teacher at the local high school. Her husband was the eldest among his siblings and worked in a bank. There was another son and a daughter.


When her sister-in-law got married, Nibha-bou took pains to make all the arrangements without flinching at the costs. Life was going well – until the matter with Bijit, her younger brother-in-law, transpired. He had gone to the university to study but disappeared from the hostel after just six months. He had gone chasing the fire in the hills.


In the beginning, he visited the house from time to time, under the darkness of night. The people in the household could not recognize the boy they had known, now dressed in fatigues and carrying a haversack with a heavy gun. They were scared of this new person whose hands were obviously stained with blood. Then his visits became less frequent and eventually they stopped altogether. The family did not see him for the next couple of years. They heard rumours that he had by now become a high-ranked leader of the extremist group he had joined. He was also said to have had a hand in quite a few killings. The once-handsome young man everybody in the house loved had now become a dreadful name, on whose head the government had put a huge price.


By then, the people in the house had lost all contact with him, except for seeing his name in the newspapers from time to time. The years rolled by. Nibha-bou’s mother-in-law was mostly confined to the bed. Nibha-bou herself had become a mother of two, a boy and a girl. She took over all the responsibilities of running the house. Slowly, the image of the boy who had run away to the hills faded into memory. Time does not wait for anyone. So too Nibha-bou’s house took on the usual pace of an ordinary life.


~


Nibha-bou was known for her meticulous housekeeping. Even at a young age, people noticed her acumen. As a child she liked to play with pebbles, leaves and flowers instead of the usual dolls girls of her age liked. When her father brought dolls for her she put them neatly in a row in her mother’s glass-fronted almirah. When she was a little girl, after giving her a bath, her mother made her sit on a reed mat on the floor, placed a small basket with stones next to her and carried on with her household work. The little girl did not bother her. She played with the stones happily. Sometimes she arranged them in circles, sometimes in rows and sometimes in squares. Whenever her family members found some unusual pebble, they brought it along for her. Thus, the basket had stones of different hues – black, white, grey, brown with a black streak in the middle, and in many shapes – flat, round, elongated. When she was a little older, Nibha added flowers and leaves to the basket to play with. When she finished playing, she would not put all the pebbles together in the basket haphazardly. She would arrange them according to the shapes – the flat ones on one side, the round ones on another, and the long ones separately. Sometimes she arranged them by colour. The white ones on the edge of the basket, the black ones in the middle and the brown ones between the two.


Nibha was a quiet child, but if anyone disturbed her pebble arrangement she lost her temper. She wept inconsolably on such occasions. She was the youngest of the lot, and had two elder brothers. They were fond of her but they teased her too. So, sometimes they mixed up the pebbles just for the fun of seeing their otherwise docile little sister getting angry. When such pranks were played on her, Nibha cried copiously and chased her brothers, which further amused the boys. If their parents discovered their mischievous prank they were reprimanded severely. When their mother scolded them, they did not bother much. But their father would get really angry if Nibha cried due to their mischief, and he would give them a piece of his mind. He could not bear the sight of tears on his beloved daughter’s cheeks. If she liked playing with the pebbles, what was their problem, he asked. So the brothers took care not to mess with her when their father was around, leaving Nibha at peace with her precious stones.


As Nibha grew up, the brothers did not stop their teasing, but changed only the objects of their pranks. Now the desk replaced the colourful stones. Her father had ordered a separate table for Nibha. It was rather big, with a blue laminated top. Nibha loved it. She arranged her dictionaries on the right side, pens and pencils on the left. In the middle, she kept her exercise books – the English ones on one side, the geography books next to them. Her brothers would mix up the books, playing the same old game. Of course, she lost her temper, but her father scolded the boys and she won.


Nibha’s school uniform, a pink skirt and white blouse, was another target of their mischief. She took extreme care to make it look perfect. She boiled sagudana and strained it to prepare the starch for ironing. Even when drying it in the sun she followed her own method. She did not hang it from the clothesline like the other members of the family did with their clothes. First she would spread a reed mat on the floor and then place a murha on top of it. Next she would arrange the skirt round the murha. Then she sat nearby with a stick in hand to shoo away the crows, fearing they would sit on it. Observing her meticulous way of drying her skirt, her father ordered a special-sized murha for her. Nibha would then collect the half-dried skirt and iron it. When she set off for school in her freshly pressed uniform, not only her parents, but even her naughty brothers broke into a smile.


So the brothers’ next target became the special murha. One of them would sometimes take it out to the verandah to sit on it and read the newspaper. The other would sometimes make it a point to sit on it while putting on his shoes. Seeing this Nibha lost her temper as usual; her face turned crimson with anger. She was a big girl now; she couldn’t cry like a child now. Even then she screamed, complaining to her parents. If her father heard any of this, he left whatever he was doing to attend to her and magically the murha would be back in its designated place. But to give them their due, the brothers took care to dust the stool before putting it back.


~


Nibha grew up like this. When she became a college girl, she outgrew the stones and starched skirts and began looking after the knick-knacks around the house. When her mother suffered from a tennis elbow, Nibha took over most of the work at home. Studies, household work, looking after her father and two brothers – there was so much to do! She was on her toes throughout the day, moving like a spindle. Sure, she took longer than others to finish her chores and had to work harder. It was her nature. When the examiners checked her papers they automatically added two extra marks. ‘Look at her writing, the way she has stayed within the margins, and the paragraph breaks – everything so neat, such a pleasure,’ they would say to one another in the staff room. At home too, everything she touched bore the stamp of her immaculate habits.


~


This was the Nibha welcomed lovingly by the woman who had planted the two bakul trees at the entrance to her house. Before her marriage, her then prospective mother-in-law had gone to visit Nibha’s house with a relative. She noticed a garden in the front, not too big, something that a woman could look after. In the drawing room, she saw a painted earthen pot filled with coloured sticks which had actually been collected from a broom. On the dining table she discovered a table mat set in black with embroidered flowers in red and yellow. The guests were served perfectly round, fried luchis arranged on white plates with red borders and accompanied by homemade radish pickle with ground mustard. She admired the tea-cosy embroidered with a peacock whose fans were spread out, looked fondly at the girl who was running around and immediately took a liking to her.


~


So, under the canopy of the bakul trees Nibha entered the house, led by her appreciative mother-in-law, as the daughter-in-law of Romen ‘Sir’, wife of Arnab Deka, and ‘bou’ to Reema and Bijit. Her mother-in-law had already kept the house well-organized; Nibha just had to add the finishing touches. Like stitching a bead border, or a lace, to enhance the beauty of an already embroidered tablecloth. Nibha-bou found that everyone in the family was very orderly by nature. Of course, this was all due to her mother-in-law. There was no one who would take away her murha or crinkle the bedspread. If anyone in the family saw a corner of a bedcover slightly askew, they would immediately straighten it.


And then, if there was some problem, everybody started discussing together how it could be fixed. For instance, the matter of the window in the kitchen near the gas burner. It looked rather bare. The other windows in the house had pretty curtains with animal motifs. So something had to be done about the kitchen window. They put their heads together to design a curtain which would not get burnt by the flame. It was decided that the curtain would be fixed to the window frame and, for the air to pass through, there would be holes cut into the material which would be covered with mesh. Nibha-bou brought out the sewing machine. On the way back from office her husband bought the green curtain material and along with it some yellow mesh. The curtain even got a name: hengul-haital, like the vegetable-dyed coloured paintings of old times. The curtain was installed; it would not fly about in the breeze to be burnt by the flame but air would filter in through the holes. Nibha-bou’s mother-in-law fried sweet malpua and made coffee to celebrate the occasion; everybody enjoyed the afternoon heartily. This way, the people in the house tried to forget the fearful news about the young boy, though it was not easy to drive away the thought of him living somewhere in the unknown hills.


Anyone who visited Nibha-bou’s house could not help noticing how well kept it was. It was not that it was full of expensive things. But even the ordinary knick-knacks were arranged tastefully around the house. For their honeymoon, Nibha-bou and her husband had gone to Goa. From there she had brought a table lamp made of shells. She had bought the chandelier hanging from the ceiling in the drawing room from a local woman selling her wares on the street. When her in-laws went to Puri on a pilgrimage they brought back a colourful wall-hanging in red and blue, with a mirror work design of a horse-drawn rathyatra. It was framed with good quality bijuli bamboo. When the light from the window entered the drawing room and filtered through the shell chandelier to fall on the wall-hanging, it created an ethereal effect. Nibhabou had placed a small pot she had painted near the basin adjoining the kitchen. It housed an aloe vera plant. She had read, or her father-in-law had told her, that this plant sucked in the smoke that spewed as food was prepared in the kitchen. Next to the dining table were two pots with areca palms. Just below Nibha-bou’s bedroom was a jasmine plant which enjoyed abundant sun and fresh air. The most beautiful of the lot was to be found in the passage that was flanked by the living quarters – a huge pot which held the queen of the night. At night, they switched off the light and looked on silently as the white petals of the flower opened one by one, looking like white lotuses. A heady perfume would fill the air.


Whenever people in the house found time, they would check to see that everything was running properly and the flowering plants were in good condition. The furniture that her mother-in-law had brought from her home, as part of the trousseau, still looked new and perfectly polished. The woollen wall-hanging from Arunachal Pradesh, the replica of a painting from the National Museum in Delhi, the pair of clay saliki birds bought at the town fair during Durga Puja, the bunch of dried makhioti creepers in a curd pot – everything looked spic and span and enhanced the ambience of the house. The children, Nibha-bou’s own and her sister-in-law’s son, played amidst all these beautiful decorations, but were careful not to touch or break anything, unlike many children of their age.


Like these alert children, the people in the house also tried to live their life cautiously despite the incidents happening around them. But how long could you avoid reality? One day you have to confront it. So Nibha-bou’s household too had to come face to face with it. They did not have a choice. The events cruelly sucked them into a vortex. True, the household had faced policemen and army personnel looking for the son before, the one who had disappeared into the hills. But that day they were totally unprepared for the way things turned out. Frankly, compared to the earlier days, things were getting a little better. A branch of the insurgents had come out in the open – from the hills, from the forests, even from abroad. There was even an offer by the government to engage in talks with them. Under such circumstances, the family was surprised to see a group of men getting down from two vehicles in front of their house one night. Some of them were in regular clothes while the rest wore army fatigues. The men in uniform followed those in ordinary clothes. They did not talk much but embarked on their mission right away. The men in civil clothing asked how much money their absconding son had hidden in the house and instructed them to hand it over immediately.


The people in the family were dumbstruck. The son had left long ago and had not kept in touch with them for years. Where would they get the lakhs of rupees demanded by the intruders? The men insisted that they had fought together against the government, so now just because they had ‘surrendered’ didn’t mean they did not know about the money. They had inside information that their son had crores of rupees at his disposal. If they did not give up the hidden cash they would search the house.


Then they did just that, systematically dismantling everything after making the family members sit in the passage, mutely watching. Nothing was left intact. Their beautifully kept house looked like a forest devastated by a fierce storm. The people in the house felt like birds in a broken nest. Around them were lying egg shells, yolks, dead chicks whose eyes were yet to open.


The men left before dawn broke. But not before pulling out the queen of the night from the pot; a few of them used their shoes to check the earth to see if there was anything hidden there. The plant was until then showing off seven blooming flowers, but now they were lying forlornly on the floor. One could see life ebbing away from them.


It was also ebbing away from the people in the house, who had been up through the night, witnessing the terrible events. Nibha-bou’s two children had taken shelter in the lap of their grandparents. Her mother-in-law somehow fell into a light slumber towards morning, still sitting on the chair. Nibha-bou’s husband had paced protectively around his family throughout, grinding his teeth in frustration, but then one of the intruders ordered him to sit down. As soon as they left, he took the motorcycle out and went looking for a doctor. His father was having problems breathing. Towards early morning, as he sat on his chair, a ghrr-ghrr sound escaped from his chest.


Nibha-bou’s mother-in-law tried to get up, though she was still groggy. Both women had lots to do. The father-in-law, who was lying on the armchair with his chest going up and down, making an ominous sound from time to time, had to be given a glass of hot water to drink; the sleeping children had to be shifted to the bed and covered with a blanket; something had to be cooked for breakfast, at least for the children, and a cup of tea for themselves. They also had to check the ducks and chickens in the cage, as well as the two cows and goats, and set out a change of clothes for Nibha-bou’s husband who had gone out to look for a doctor.


But it was difficult. The beds were in a shambles; the kitchen was witness to ruthless searching; the chairs and tables were upturned on the dining room floor; clothes that had been removed from the almirah were also on the ground. Everything was dumped on the floor, making it difficult to walk; the earth from the flower pots was scattered all around; the beautiful wall-hanging depicting a rathyatra scene was lying in a dirty heap in a corner; the cowrie shells from the chandelier were scattered everywhere; the pretty curtain in the kitchen, so meticulously planned and stitched, was hanging in two strips – they must have taken the other parts to make a bundle to pack something they wanted to take away.


Nibha stood stunned amidst the mess, unable to move. What should she do now, whom should she call for help? When she was young and her brothers teased her by mixing up the stones in the basket, she just had to weep and her father would be by her side. But whom could she call now? She was trembling all over; extreme tiredness seemed to take over her body. She felt as if she would not be able to carry on. Is this how things would end for her, lying dead, amidst all this destruction? There was nothing she could see beyond it. Nobody could do anything about it. Her knees shook uncontrollably. In front of her eyes a dusky mist was spreading just as her ears were deafened by a tremendous clap of thunder.
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