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For my son, Neev Tanish




SERIES INTRODUCTION


The Pancha Kanyas of Hindu mythology were Ahalya, Kunti, Draupadi, Mandodari and Tara – while the five Satis were 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. ‘Sati’ has been defined by a school of thought as the women’s unconditional devotion towards and dependence on their men. It casts the women as loyal followers strongly supporting the vision of their men 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.


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 the 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, the 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!


Popular literature establishes that reciting the name of the Pancha Kanya can dispel sins, which again confirms the ‘Sati’ status of these women. Sati means pure, devoted and fair. In the Sati series, I shall follow this vision while retelling the stories of the five illustrious women – Ahalya, Kunti, Draupadi, Mandodari and Tara. In Ahalya, I mention the concept of the Pancha Kanya and admit towards the end that Sati is perhaps a different religious construct, but philosophically, they merge because both are representations of truth – the personal truth of the women, for which they are answerable only to themselves, irrespective of external judgements or popular interpretations.


In the first book of this series, the entire narrative had to be recreated. 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. Especially for Kunti and Draupadi, about whom a lot is known already. This series seeks to bring under the spotlight the making of these characters, albeit from a non-traditional perspective, which ushers them into a new era of thinking and reimagining. Hence, Kunti’s relationships with Durvasa, Pandu, Bhishma and Surya have been explored vividly, along with contextualizing her longing for Indra and eventually mothering his child. Her life has been scarred by all these masculine forces at various stages of her adolescence, youth and maturity. The present narrative shows glimpses of Kunti’s future but doesn’t necessarily plant a focus on it. Her story will interlace with Draupadi’s, though with secondary attention. Kunti’s story ends with the birth of Arjun, only to pick up the thread again from Draupadi’s arrival, unravelling the next phase of her life from the perspective of another generation.


Ahalya introduced the woman as a lover.


Ambitious, futuristic, royal and calculative, Kunti calls for a relook at the patriarchal origins of ‘Mata’ and, in relation, the pervasive sociopolitical image of the sacrificing Indian mother.




PROLOGUE


With a tremendous uproar, lightning split the overcast night sky into glittery fragments. Torrential downpours raised havoc to drown the long-denied thirst of a withered drought. It felt like the jubilance of nature rather than the ravage of the forces. This wasn’t just clouds, pregnant with water, releasing their weight while thunder cracked in the sky. Nature exploding in uproarious celebration led me on to the tree of mirth, its overwhelming branches bent with celestial blooms trembling in the wind. So were my insides. Little sockets smoothened by heavenly footsteps had fireflies flying in and out, lighting the way to the top, where the trunk spread its wondrous, colossal boughs. Surrendering to the pleasure, I tried to investigate the excitement of the ambience. Aggressive winds blew away every particle of tar that may have settled on my skin in the course of life, abrading the grease off the surface. The moisture in the air hydrated my body, after days of negligence in the dense forests. My hair felt wet, the dew dripping from the branches of the Kalpavriksha softening its firm strands. The ill-bred chignon fell back to its bounteous freedom, their unruly length arrested by thick, spiralling threads of jasmine. Showers of sandalwood dust fell on the folds of my attire, lending fragrance and energy. I stepped on the bed of parijata and was immediately veiled inside a transparent bubble. It shook vigorously, but even the strong winds couldn’t rupture its thin walls or vandalize the pleasant air inside.


Guards of the sceptical queen fell off after years of restraint. I travelled back to the times when dreams were innocent and the world felt within grasp. Indra looked divine. Had he schemed to entrap my obsessive heart with his aqua skin and lotus fragrance? Or is a lover naturally overpowering? I had started feeling as wonderful as Indra himself, pristine and regal, much unlike the manipulative Kunti – cleansed of all the mud and slime on her body, gathered from the royal corridors and tropical forests.


The deva’s foreplay started with many levels of touch. He touched with earnest eyes to uplift my simple presence to the state of undisclosed magnificence. He touched with liberal smiles, before which, all miseries made an unconditional surrender. He touched with a seductive voice, inducing compassion desirous of forgoing all barriers known to keep two individuals apart. The fragrance of his body humbled the clusters of parijata and numbed mortal discomposure into luxurious repose. The teasing petals flew, fell or remained suspended inside the bubble. He hadn’t even touched my skin yet!


Alluring steps brought him closer, his eyes narrowed and lowered slightly till my lips, before they moved up to my eyes. The water gushing down the outer wall of the bubble reflected our bodies which were barely a feet away from each other. We made for a breathtaking couple, a union of disproportionate equals! An erudite woman befitting a man of passion. The king of the devas and a queen from earth. One, a fierce warrior and the other, an elegant intellectual. The powerful paired with the ambitious!


Indra leaned forward. Briefly, his locks brushed across my shoulder, casting their shadow over my face. Our breathing had picked up pace in response to the intense stimulation. The proximity scorched my forehead every time he exhaled. His hands were left loosely to their whims, free to establish their grip. But he kept flirting with his eyes, drunk on the poison of patience. I closed my eyes, attempting to concentrate on the inner self that had waited for too long to be loved by Indra.


I heard a loud, horrifying crash inside!


In the worthless threats of the winds whirling downwards, I could hear blatant sighs from the past. The sigh of pain, of jealousy, of helplessness. And the sigh of anger. The angst of the feminine. And a mystic curse of the virile. Suddenly losing control, I almost raised my head to stop the source of the obnoxious sensation. Were we being watched? Shocked and suspicious, I looked around restlessly in the sublime expanse lit sparingly by nature.


I could see nothing, no one. Only the interlocking branches of the Kalpavriksha and a swarm of fireflies.


‘Deva, do you hear someone? Do you see something?’ I asked nervously.


‘I see and hear none, but you, Queen!’ the melodious voice made me turn, distracted from the concerns that had momentarily seized my attention. Blushing to such alluring indulgence from the celestial, my apprehensions were allayed. With a warm touch on my lower back, Indra gently brought me back to time. His time. My body gave way, the mind went blank again. I fell, only to land in Indra’s arms, now locked around my waist. I looked back at him and touched his chest.


He placed me on his knee, looking up at my face with the manner of having met his first love. Softly and yet with a calm curiosity on the brink of falling apart, he ran the tip of his fingers over the cloth that covered my thigh, on my bare hands and through the long, flowing hair fanned out on my back. At the unconditional attention, all perceptions of beauty deserted me; suddenly, it didn’t matter whether I had large eyes or plump lips or a voluptuous body. I was the muse of the lover; I was the need of his heart. I was perfection, whatever that meant.


Or was I?


Eyes of compassion; the touch of desire; the scent of seduction. Who knew better than I that those magical sensations were as nonexistent as Indra himself? That the truth of each moment lost its significance in the next! That this desire wouldn’t find possessive lovers to hold on to each other with pledges of inseparability! Haven’t I witnessed in the past, the deceit of both human and nature?
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‘Henceforth, my daughter Pritha will be yours. May she be recognized as Kunti, the daughter of Kuntibhoja!’


Father Shurasena’s generous offer was received with tearful delight. Too young to understand the shift of custody, I only changed hands. His childless cousin – now my foster father Kuntibhoja – held me like a precious gem, his hands shaking with joy. The Yadavas cheered. Time rushed forward, like it always does.


Sitting on the velvety grass of the huge garden, I was busy remoulding the clay dough into the royal symbols of the Yadavas. My unskilled hands of seven years had still not learnt how to make pointed weapons to scare the brash, disobedient horses. Father helped me carve them, back when I got angry with each failed attempt. On one of those evenings, I suddenly asked, ‘Why did King Shurasena give me away?’


Shocked fingers with layers of moist clay on them stopped abruptly. ‘Are you unhappy here, Kunti?’


‘No,’ I shrugged. ‘I am just curious.’


Father stared at my little face, exploring the origin of the question. I smiled at him and went back to the dough he had left unfinished. He wouldn’t get the answers he was looking for, I was good at hiding them. There is something in the air that only adopted children can feel. You have to be one to know what I mean. Not something you can complain about.


‘You are my child, born at his house by mistake. He returned to me what is mine.’ Father’s voice was resolute. He meant it. I dragged myself closer and sat with our knees touching. He pulled my plaits and we laughed.


‘Shouldn’t you want your child to be a great conqueror?’


His hands stopped again, this time amused. ‘Would you want a conqueror as your child?’ He flipped the question back to me.


‘I want to be the biggest conqueror. One who can defeat the world and become the mightiest ...’


Kuntibhoja laughed so loud, it almost shook the trees around.


‘A conqueror is no more than a brave, ruthless soldier, Kunti.’ He said when he calmed down. ‘Be an administrator. The administrator decides what is to be conquered, when and how.’


I didn’t know what it meant, but I thought about it whenever I could.


From Kuntibhoja, I learnt the discipline of the Brahman and the sophistication of a Kshatriya. ‘The Brahman is led by the knowledge of the divine. He doesn’t fall to the merits of alien, materialistic impulse,’ echoed the deep voice of the royal priest seated in the backyard of the temple. I was set free from his invigilation in the evenings, to spend time with the army general. Once, with my clothes hoisted up to the knees and the loose end girdled around the waist, I overheard him reprimanding a junior soldier.


‘The Kshatriya is born to represent a kingdom. We are here to protect the boundaries of lands, not remain besotted by the charm of a newborn flower. Can you now stop lamenting about the buds that fell with the turn of your sword?’


The general turned. I was already in position with my spear.
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Back in the well-lit abode, a plush bed was ready with a spotless cover, just the way I liked. I placed atop it the readings offered by my teacher. Attendants were around to serve if needed. Friends, I had none. During such isolated hours, I returned to the mesmerizing tale of Ahalya – the remarkable woman whose husband, Maharishi Gautam, had abandoned her upon allegations of adultery with Devraj Indra!


Even after I was done with her story, she would visit the untrodden corridors of my palace – solitary and dreamlike. I would follow the hum of her soft song while walking on the far end of our balconies or plucking fruits from the orchards below. She’d smile at the flies and bathe in the moonlight. When I rushed towards her, she disappeared.


Truth has many versions. It changes from mouth to mouth. It amasses myriad interpretations of the same story to make it sound more convincing to the listener and become her truth. So it was for me. Ahalya’s misfortune was supposed to pass doctrines of restraint. I was supposed to fear the power of authority and follow the rituals they called ‘virtues’.


‘Illusion doesn’t have a permanent form; it is destructive to chase it and hence, such pursuits only lead to deeper layers of self-obsession but nothing to live for in reality,’ the Raj Purohit, the royal priest, explained in vociferous terms. ‘Just like Ahalya was fooled by Indra, Gautam left her and she also lost her physical dominance. Ahalya was living her life on a bed of illusions. In the more pragmatic world which counts and measures, she was no more than a reclusive loner!’


Yet, on those early mornings when I looked out of the window, the toddling sun washing the last traces of kohl off the horizon, the mild breeze reshuffling the shlokas meticulously arranged in order, my mind would wander across forbidden territories, attempting to inspect another version of all this.


What was Ahalya’s truth?


And what made Indra irresistible? That he was handsome? Passionate? Lustful? Skilful?


My younger brother, Vasudev, visited often – an energetic, high-spirited child who slowly withdrew into a calm adult as the years passed. The topmost chamber in the palace of my foster father was reserved for me. A dedicated concierge smeared sandalwood on my skin and massaged scented oil into the hair. The Raj Purohit personally attended to my learning of the Vedangas, introducing me to arithmetic, science and language. During the day, I often eavesdropped on my father’s conversations and discussions about the estate. Vasudev would mischievously bring my curiosity into the open, alerting the diplomats to their hidden audience. I was unapologetic. Burning inside me was an insatiable quest to investigate the available as well as the forbidden. My father narrowed his eyes but didn’t utter a word. In that silence, we signed a treaty – I would maintain strict confidentiality about the acquired information and, in exchange, I would be admitted to the hitherto inaccessible. Soon, his most trusted ministers were assigned to explain the components and computations of rajneeti (politics) and rananeeti (rules of the war) and arthaneeti (economics) to me. I raised questions, sometimes uncomfortable ones. I experimented openly, observing humans through their triumphs and failings. I analysed the results without anyone noticing the disruption.


Knowledge empowers and it also rebels. For the world at large, I was growing up to be a fine young woman in wit and appearance, befitting the elegance of a princess. My presence would intimidate. The privilege of my conversation was available only to a deserving few; it could engage beyond spoken words; my presence would linger even after I had made an exit.


Inside my private chambers, where opulence was boundless and expression was free, I ruminated on the calibre of all such possibilities that weren’t socially and politically popular and hence, were left unspoken. After all, why would a woman live in denial of her reality? I reasoned. What was it that Ahalya received from Indra – an invisible lover – that her soul so boldly discarded Gautam, her husband? Why was she not afraid of adharma! And as the folklore elaborates, if it was Indra who had committed the deception, how could a woman not differentiate between reality and illusion? Who on earth was not aware of Indrajala – a more lethal weapon of the Devraj than his menacing vajra!


Question after question piled up. I wanted to know more about Ahalya and her union with the powerful Indra. I researched, I wondered. I asked for the story to be told again and again. The Raj Guru was thrilled that his student was not only a scholar of great brilliance, but also the consumer of preferred morals. If only he knew that the repeated reinforcement erected a castle of desire within her to experience Indra more intensely than Ahalya! Not only as the fantasies of a woman waking up to her adolescence, but also as a scholar driven to pin her academic insights, attempting to enter an undefined illusion. Existing texts revealed the Brahmanical truth of the story. Of giving and sacrificing and conforming – the virtues and vices, painted in black and white. No one asked Ahalya, no one checked with Indra. Everyone believed what was presented by the learned. What was the Kshatriya version – of protecting, aiming and acquiring, more empirically than philosophically?


Once again, who is Indra? A king? A lover? A philanderer?


In Ahalya’s songs, I heard the birth of a woman who deserved to be loved. She had been born in Brahma’s heart, much before the manifestation of her physical form. Not too different from my story perhaps, as my childless foster father had dreamt up for me, though I wasn’t his biological child. The story of Ahalya’s marriage made me cringe. I was told she had fulfilled her responsibilities, like any other dutiful wife. I was left astounded by her resilience. Finally, when the king of the devas played out his magic, I couldn’t help thinking of it as the best reward bestowed by the divine. Her beauty had received its due. She had managed to absorb every bit of that nectar called love before being silenced into a rock! Why was she silenced? Had her life-force been so daunting for the rest?
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That evening when Indra and I were together, my moment of truth clashed miserably with Ahalya’s. I heard her sigh of pain, of anguish, of jealousy. I breathed out in despair. Wasn’t I meant to be her true successor? Before I could address that, I heard resounding laments from the east. Heat waves hit the bubble that had sheltered us in its room. The transparence convulsed but didn’t melt. Surya, my friend, my companion, was lighting up dark times. What was the cryptic message he was trying to send me? Wasn’t he happy for me?
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