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The sky was resplendent now. Tufts of clouds stained themselves in colour snatched from the gradually setting sun. The scattered clusters, big and small, looked like the strewn remains of a crushed, ripe papaya.


Paridhi was leaning against a bamboo post on the long verandah in front of the house with a sloping roof. Her eyes were fixed on the sky. Despite its magnificence today as it stood on the threshold of evening, she always felt sad at this time of the day. Sure, the sky would be speckled with myriad bright stars soon, but without the sun she felt like an orphan—abandoned. She could not explain this affinity to the sun. When it left for the day, she felt it took away a part of her with it. An intense weariness then overcame her.


She had spent the day painting on pebbles without a break. After a long time, she was able to concentrate on doing something she loved. These days she had to spend a lot of time with her bordeuta, the elder brother of her father. If he did not see Paridhi even for a little while, he called out loudly for her. How much could her mother manage on her own? She was on her toes moving from one room to another, from the kitchen to the bedroom, throughout the day. The old pain in her waist surfaced quite frequently these days. Now there was the additional work of looking after her elder brother-in-law. So Paridhi attended to his demanding call promptly, even if she was busy with other chores.


Paridhi’s heart filled with sadness. At one time, she used to hold bordeuta’s hand with great faith that she would always be safe with him standing by her side. And now, his hand sought hers. Lately, he had become quite weak and needed assistance to manage even the most ordinary tasks. If he walked a little more than usual, his head would spin and he needed someone by his side to lean on. He even found it difficult to get up from the bed on his own. There was a time when he, Bordeuta, proudly proclaimed that he would never be under anybody’s obligation but now, finding himself helpless, he often lost his temper. He ground his teeth in frustration when he could not button up his shirt with his trembling fingers.


Paridhi straightened up. She felt a pain climbing down her neck to her back. It could be because she had been bent over the stones for many hours at a stretch only taking a break only a couple of times to check on her uncle. Today, thankfully, he had not asked for her constantly. He seemed tired, physically and mentally.


The sweet smell of dhuna assailed her nose. She turned her head to see her mother and said, “Ma, perhaps bordeuta is not very well today. Did he eat properly?”


“Not really. I served him a small amount but even then, he didn’t finish it all.”


“Did you give him the medicines on time?”


“Yes, I did.”


Her mother stepped down to the courtyard with the earthen pot in which the incense was burning. Facing the gate at the entrance of the house, she bowed reverently to the approaching evening. Paridhi’s eyes too closed automatically in a prayer. She knew that her god and her mother’s god were not the same. Even then, at these moments, somehow their minds converged. A growing sense of foreboding, as if an ancient tree nearby was about to be uprooted, made both of them bow to some unknown force.


Her mother now went into the inner quarters. With a strange sadness that assailed her, Paridhi walked towards her uncle’s room. This big house, once full of people, had only three inhabitants now.
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“Are you asleep, bordeuta?”


“No. Pari, where were you all this time? I called you so many times.”


“I was in the front verandah. That’s why I didn’t hear you. Why did you call me?”


“Why did I call you? Oh…you see…I’ve forgotten.”


“It’s all right. You tell me when you remember,” Paridhi replied.


Sitting on the bed, she started giving him a forehead massage. Her uncle asked her if she had locked the doors properly. She assured him that she had. She knew what would follow now. He would warn her that these days things were not the same. People did not feel safe even during the day. Nobody could be trusted. Then he would mumble, “We were much better off in our day” and reminisce. Even with that voice, now weakened by age and illness, he would go on and on, describing many things—his childhood, adolescence, a youth full of many happy tones. He would lose track in between and Paridhi would help him recall.


Her uncle’s words were like stories.


Paridhi still loved listening to stories. At one time, her uncle had told her stories of kings and his subjects. The tales about mythical kings and his courtesans would eventually stream into stories of historical figures of royalty and the various court intrigues. Paridhi sometimes felt bored. She would rather listen to stories about the water princess but did not interrupt him.


Her friend, Juroni, knew many stories about the water princess. She would embellish the stories her mother told her the previous evening before narrating them to Paridhi the next day.


Paridhi and Juroni—they were inseparable. Paridhi grew up holding Juroni’s hands through her childhood, her adolescence, as they explored the winding lanes of the village, its waterbeds and the jungles around.


When Juroni waved at her, inviting her for one of their exploits, Paridhi felt her legs getting restless and eager to run. Her eyes strayed from the pages of her study books.


It seemed as if these happened just yesterday.


She could see two little girls jumping between the sleepers of the railway track. They waited, sitting on a bench on the platform for a train to pass by. There were many things on which Paridhi and Juroni did not see eye to eye. But on one subject they were absolutely on the same wavelength—both of them wanted to get on a train and go…far, far away. Paridhi did not know the reason behind Juroni’s wish. As for herself, there were many.


Sometimes Juroni would get up from the bench and put her ears on the shining track to listen. She would pick up a few stones lying in between the tracks and carry them in her hands before coming to sit again on the bench. She would then try earnestly to make sparks fly by scratching the two stones together. After many attempts, if a spark suddenly flared up she would be overjoyed. Just to see those sparks she would go on and on, despite her many failed attempts.


The approaching red-coloured train with its g…u…m…g…u…m sound would make the platform vibrate with impact. Then it would stop just in front of them, the piercing whistle rising up to the sky above. Some passengers would get off, some would get in.


When it left with its row of bogies, like a centipede with many legs, its pace was slow at first, eventually picking up speed. They had heard that in olden times trains ran on coal. Paridhi imagined a scene often—a sweaty body shovelling chunks of coal into the cavernous firebox of the engine’s boiler to make the train gather speed. A few years after their birth, the broad-gauge track was introduced in their area. Now the trains ran quite fast. Till the train left, for whatever reason, Paridhi felt a little disorientated. She felt her head spin a bit too. As she looked at the receding train, and its last compartment with a cross sign painted on its back, she felt a strange kind of grief. She could not fathom why.


How old was she then? Eleven? Twelve?


Perhaps.


As soon as she’d return from school, she would gulp down the rice and curry her mother kept ready and then would scamper over to Juroni’s house. Juroni would emerge, wiping her wet palms on her frock. They had the same destination in mind—the railway station.


A concrete road ran through the village dividing it into two. Paridhi and Juroni’s houses were next to each other on one side of the road. More than half of the people lived on this side. Fewer people lived on the other side. Across the metal road in front of Juroni’s house there was an earthen path that led to the station. There was a big pond by the side of this path. Its water could be used by all. By its side was a krishnachura tree. Its branches drooped down to the pond. In the month of Fagun, heralding spring, the tree painted pictures on the water below in blood red. The pond’s water too seemed eager to borrow some colour from the flaming red sky above, to dress itself in crimson glory.


Did people also hanker for colours like this—with such keen yearning? Paridhi’s adolescent mind often wondered.


On the elevation near the bank of the pond, there were many wild garlic plants. Paridhi almost habitually pick up a few of their white flowers when she passed by. At the end of the earthen path there was a hog plum tree. If you took a left turn from there, the station came into view.


The station was quite tiny. Only a few houses with red tin roofs and white walls. At a little distance in front of these houses were three jackfruit trees. A stone bench rested underneath. The waiting room was a short distance away. By the side of the forecourt there were three stone benches. If you sat in the middle one and turned your back to the track you could make out the vague silhouettes of their village surrounded by trees, looking almost like a water colour painting.


Next to the waiting room was the ticket counter. Its tin roof was painted a dark green. Attached to the small verandah in front of the ticket counter stood a pole from which hung a bell. As the train approached, the assistant to the station master came out with a foot-long rod and rang the bell.


A little away from the ticket counter was another bench, not of stone but of wood. Three long pieces of wood were put side by side to form the seat and three others horizontally for them to lean on. Sitting here, Paridhi spent time either chatting with someone or silently absorbing the beauty of nature. From here, she would often stare at the sun. This is when she often thought of hopping into one of the compartments of the train and going away somewhere.


Though she went around the lanes and by-lanes of the village with Juroni absorbing the beauty of the myriad colours around them, Paridhi’s childhood and adolescence were buried in the darkness of fear and uncertainty. Uncertainty due to her deuta, her father.


Deuta. Deuta. Paridhi ran her tongue over the word silently.


For most people in this world, the word perhaps symbolised the welcome shade of a banyan tree or a strong hand on one’s head assuring that no evil power could harm his dear child. For Paridhi, the word meant something entirely different. Of shaking in fear at night; a sudden shadow blackening a sunny day; a strange discovery of what a man could be.


He was a strange man.


“Why is he so angry all the time?”


When she questioned her mother thus, the answer ricocheted from her mother’s helpless eyes. The angry sparks in his eyes that did not need much provocation to flare up frightened her. She ran away and hid, crawling into the safety of the space underneath a cot in the bedroom. The damp darkness under the bed wrapped the little girl with reassuring hands.


The man got furious even at small things. If the curry had a little less salt, or more, he threw the bell-metal plate to the floor. Paridhi’s mother did not have the power to calm her raging husband. She tried to digest his ugly, abusive words silently while picking up the rice grains from the floor. Paridhi got used to seeing such scenes time and again. She witnessed how her mother’s hands got dirty while trying to clean the floor where rice grains, curry and water made an unholy mix. Standing at the door of the kitchen, her little heart felt the pain of her mother’s suffering. Ah! Those were the very same hands that fed her lovingly a mix of rice and fish curry, rubbed Boroline on her cheeks before putting her to sleep, and ran them over her head softly at night…


“How awful, Ma! Your hand has mud all over.”


“My dear, it will be clean as soon as I wash it. Please go from here. Otherwise you will slip on the wet floor.”


Of course, the mud could be washed away. But what about the layers of dirt that silted in her mother’s mind? Could she wash them away? Paridhi was too young at that time to go deeply into these questions. But once she grew up, she felt depressed thinking about it. She slipped one too many times on the floor of the kitchen—wet and dirty with water and wasted food, thanks to her father’s violent temper—to forgive him.


As a child, Paridhi often lost her balance trying to hold onto something solid. She was not alone. Her adolescent elder brother’s legs trembled too. Was that why he was getting defiant—like someone whose tongue was so used to curries cooked with too many chillies—that now it didn’t even recognise their heat?


Paras, her brother, was about four years older to her. Paridhi never addressed him with the suffix ‘dada’ as befits an elder brother. She just called him Paras. He was not interested in studies but loved cinema. When he was supposed to learn by rote theories of geometry, he mimicked dialogues of heroes and villains. When he was in the eighth standard, he failed his exams. His back bore the signature of their father’s cane whip. By then Paridhi was old enough to feel the pain behind the tears her brother refused to shed.


“Pari! Go, call your brother for lunch,” her mother instructed her.


“Will he eat today, Ma?”


“Why not? What’s wrong with the food? He won’t sit at the study table, the whole day, he will roam around or watch TV. And now that he has failed to get a promotion, what shall his father do other than beat him? Should he kiss his son lovingly? He’s been punished rightly. Go, call him!”


Paridhi could feel the rough edge on her mother’s voice. She withdrew from the kitchen, her head bowed. Her mother was still mumbling angrily. From the next room she heard her father’s loud snoring. Paridhi was outraged that the man who beat up his son so severely was now snoring after having a full meal. She walked fast towards the station. She knew instinctively that Paras was sitting there. Like Paridhi, he went to the station platform when he felt dejected.


Perhaps sorrowful people usually went to the station because they wanted to go away somewhere.
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Paridhi emerged from her childhood memories and came back to the present.


These days her bordeuta also talked constantly about going away somewhere.


Paridhi and her uncle sat next to one another, each lost in their own worlds of memories. Her uncle talked constantly as she massaged his forehead. After a while he stopped. He was tired.


He breathed faster and opened his mouth to suck in more air. Slowly his eyes closed. Paridhi kept looking at him.


Again, she wondered at the great change in that familiar figure. His eyes were now sunken. His once protruding midriff, like a pot, had now shrunk so much that it almost touched his spine. His dried-up hands and feet were a portrait of blue and green veins. The underarms were like two holes where one could sink a fist. His once muscled, strong body was now devoid of flesh.


Where did the flesh disappear to, Paridhi often wondered. Time; yes, time had drained the man’s body.


Time drained out everybody. Time turned bodies full of life and vigour into faded, monochromatic entities.


Time is so difficult to understand. Sometimes it is kind, sometimes cruel.


Still lost in thought, Paridhi absent-mindedly put up the mosquito net and tucked the ends into the mattress before leaving the room. She did not forget to switch off the light when she went out. Her uncle preferred to be surrounded by darkness these days.
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The thirst of a man’s soul, how intense it is!


When she saw the stones, she felt as if she were a person in famine-struck Somalia now being offered a plate of food.


“Ah, how beautiful!” she uttered the words spontaneously as Mayur took out the stones from his cotton bag and spread them on the floor.


“Where did you get them?”


Mayur was silent for some time.


“Now, tell me!” Paridhi nagged him.


“From here!” Mayur pointed to his chest.


“What do you mean?”


“Well, you yourself tell me nowadays that my heart has become like a slab of stone. So I have taken out a few from there.”


“Well, if your chest is now full of such rounded, smooth stones, it’s not a bad thing. I can put life into them,” Paridhi laughed.


“Yes, you can. Why not? You are like the jiwandhari gem that can bring life to static objects.”


Mayur’s tone was not teasing; he said it with utmost sincerity.


“Aren’t you being too effusive?” Paridhi replied softly.


Though she teased Mayur outwardly, at heart she was rather pleased with the comparison to the holy gem. But was she worth the praise? She did not know what this thirst was that drove her to set off on a journey to pour out her inner feelings—whether on the grey stones or blank pages of an exercise book, trying to transform them into something else. Of course, she knew well enough that she was not an expert in either.


As he saw Paridhi running her fingers on a small smooth stone the colour of a bamboo shoot, Mayur sighed audibly and commented, “Ah, had I been that stone…!”


Paridhi heard him all right but pretended not to. She shifted her eyes from Mayur and tightened her fingers around the stone. Then she almost ignored him and got busy examining the rest of the pile.


Paridhi could not remember when this love for pebbles grew in her. Whenever she saw pretty round stones, she picked them up and after a thorough cleaning, preserved them as if they were made of gold. She filled a huge glass jar with the stones and from time to time she spread them out on the floor to inspect them. Somehow she felt they demanded something from her. She enjoyed looking at each as it lay ensconced in her palm, pretty and unique in shape. One day she saw a man’s face on a flat, round stone. She did not have the talent of a great sculptor who spent days shaping a figure but she painted on it in the likeness of a man’s face—his nose, his eyes, his lips. And her thirst for more grew. From then on started an acute desire to transform the stones into something else, endowing them with a life of their own with her paintbrush.


Paridhi sat near the bamboo basket filled with stones that lay silent as if asleep. One by one she picked them up and ran her fingers fondly over them. She did it for no other reason than for the sheer pleasure of it.


Long ago she had read somewhere that the practice of painting on stones goes back thousands of years. In 1889, in a place called Mas d’Azil in southwestern France, archaeologists discovered almost fourteen hundred painted stones in a cave. They were painted in ochre, in circular lines, dots, and dashes which perhaps indicated some words or numbers.


Oh, she had forgotten to thank Mayur for the pebbles. He had gone to a lot of trouble to collect them. The thought made her guilty. But was it necessary to thank him verbally? In her heart she was ever so grateful to him. To her, they were not just stones, they were like a plate of rice in the time of famine; a voice articulating the voiceless.


She had, by now, painted almost a hundred stones. But her thirst for painting could not be quenched—on the contrary, it only increased. Where would she find her desired pebbles? In the riverbed? In the hills? She needed stones that were smoothened and polished by water over time. Somebody had told her that one could find beautiful stones around the town of Tezpur on the north bank of the Brahmaputra. Should she tell Bondeep, her beau, ‘Let’s go on a trip to Tezpur’? But she decided against it. Her pride pulled her back. She wanted to go on her own, something that had yet not happened. But she was getting increasingly restless at the shortage of pebbles in her kitty. Again and again, she felt that when you dammed up some desires, the pain only increased.


Perhaps Mayur understood her inner need. He did not dismiss her thoughts as a luxurious sentiment. So he had gone to Bhalukpung on the Arunachal Pradesh border near Tezpur even if it meant taking off from work and now had surprised her with a sack of carefully selected stones in many shapes. Paridhi’s mind filled with softness for Mayur. Something she expected Bondeep to do, or wanted him to understand even though she did not utter the need in so many words, Mayur did instead. He understood.


“What do I say to you, Mayur? What kind of relationship binds me to you?” Paridhi mused, her eyes closed.


She took a deep breath and then started selecting the stones from among the pile. Some were small like grapes, some oval, some big enough to size up to one third of a foot. And look, in so many hues! In shades of wheat, black, golden Muga, red and some sparkled like the skin of Chanda fish. Which ones should she select for her painting? They all seemed to beg her, please choose me, please colour me. Paridhi looked at them again with concentration.


What kind of wish did each have? Which one of them desired a particular colour?


She only painted on them, but each came to her with its own personality, its own introduction embedded within.


Stones. Beautiful children of nature.


She spent the whole morning with them. She spread some painted ones on a tray to dry and selected about ten from the rest. To her, some looked like faces of women, she just had to paint the eyebrows, hair and lips to transform them. Her brush would now alter some stones into owls, some to fish and others to sleeping cats. The toe-sized ones would be painted in red or green and with dots in black they would look like ladybirds. Looking at the oval black stone in her palm, Paridhi wondered aloud, “And what do you want for yourself?”


Its cold touch intrigued her.


A mermaid, maybe? “Mermaid,” Paridhi pronounced the word silently a few times.


Her dreamy childhood stories twirled around the mermaid. When she remembered the story Juroni’s mother told her about the young daughter of the ocean king, sadness clouded her mind. A prince fell in love with a princess swimming in the sea. He, however, had not seen her beautiful face. He did not even know that she was a mermaid. Her lower portion, like a fish’s tail, was immersed in water. The prince only saw her long, shining hair and heard the sweet song she sang. He carried in his heart the echo of that lovely song to the palace and found himself thinking about her all the time. Soon rumours floated in the air about his love for the princess of the water and his desire to marry her. But he did not know her real identity and that without water, she would die. To marry her beloved prince the mermaid approached the magician. The wily man wanted her sweet voice in exchange of turning her tail into two human legs. She was ready to discard her long fish-tail for the prince and was even ready to lose her voice.


For love, maybe one can sacrifice even the most cherished asset. So the princess who loved to sing, chose silence. But the poor girl did not know that for the prince, her sweet voice was the only thing that attracted him to her. Without her singing voice he did not recognise her at all. So she had to return to the water but was lost forever; without her fishtail she could not swim.


She remembered vaguely reading a story, perhaps a story from a foreign land, similar to the one Juroni’s mother had told them. Was it written by Hans Christian Andersen? But how did the illiterate woman know a story from a far-off land, Paridhi often wondered, as also at the reach of stories that can travel across lands and oceans through time.


Looking at the cold stone, she wondered how a mermaid, though swimming in water, could still be thirsty.


A sigh escaped Paridhi. She herself had seen many who were still thirsty even though living in the midst of water. The twenty-five-year-old girl found herself caught in many of life’s riddles. Outwardly, she presented a vivacious front but her inner self was often shadowed by melancholy.


Why was there so much thirst for something in us humans?


Why were people so unhappy? And restless?


The questions often troubled her. Trying to find answers, her thoughts travelled through the veins to her soul—like roots of a tree on wet earth—and then she felt like writing something. In her own small village, there were so many real stories, lives that could be grist for novels. Her own life was intermingled with these life-stories. She could not imagine herself apart from them.


To be truthful, she was not that interested in writing. She did not dream of becoming a successful writer. She wrote out of compulsion. The stories that ensconced themselves in her conscious and subconscious mind nudged her urgently from time to time and then she could not ignore them.


Sometimes, Paridhi thought idly, perhaps people all over the world have the same sensibilities deep down, only the environment or the things surrounding them are different. So when one is sure that the thoughts and ideas that run through the mind in private suddenly find resonance in somebody else’s sensibilities, there is surprise, delight even.


Paridhi felt the same way many times. As in the case of Parijat, Nepal’s famous writer:


To create literature is not my


interest


but my compulsion.


When time


disturbs


my peace, only then does my pen


move


How uncannily they matched Paridhi’s feelings. Like Parijat, Paridhi too was compelled to pen the words. She felt an urgent need to narrate stories that made her restless. Like the stones she painted responding to their invitation to give them character and colour.


The more the stories chased her, the more her pen gathered pace. Sometimes she paused in self-doubt. Would readers be interested in these so-called ordinary characters, and such untold stories lying asleep somewhere? What was the use of knowing about these people? At one time, she waited impatiently to listen to the story of the water princess from Juroni’s mother. Did anyone wait for her stories the same way?


Though some of those images turned opaque, others appeared suddenly, like a ray of sunlight penetrating through the winter mist. Every Sunday morning, she used to go to Tilok uncle’s house in the village holding on to her bordeuta’s finger to watch episodes of Mahabharata on the TV. She was too young to understand everything but she recognised the characters because her uncle had told her the stories from the epics. They had to walk almost a kilometer to reach Tilok uncle’s house. Did her little legs ache under the strain? No, no, she was too excited at the prospect of watching the figures from her fantasy world coming alive on the screen to worry about pain. She and her uncle were not the only ones. It seemed that half the village turned up—the young, the old, little children, you name it—to watch the Mahabharata episodes. With two bars on the sides, the TV set looked like a box. The shutter was a part of the set too. The room was quite big but rather bare of furniture, perhaps kept like that in consideration of the huge audience. People sat wherever they found space, most of them sitting cross-legged on the floor.


Everybody was interested in the stories from the Ramayana and the Mahabharata. Paridhi’s uncle often said, “Without them our childhood is colourless, our youth pale and unexciting, and a consolation not even in cursed old age.”


All this happened not so long ago. But everything changed very fast. Like her favourite yellow frock with polka dots, which one day she suddenly found was too short for her. These days nobody has to go to somebody else’s house to watch a TV programme. Now the stories reach them effortlessly. The coloured screen features many ‘hot’ stories, characters enter people’s private domain from beyond geographical borders. Maybe people get so drawn into these stories from beyond that they do not bother to know the stories about the people around them. So why should they wait to listen to stories of an ordinary girl like Paridhi? Who would be interested in discovering stories behind the hard stones when so many other attractive things existed?


Paridhi looked again at the oval stone in her palm. Ah, would the youngest daughter of the ocean king emerge from its womb? Like a man urgently seeking something in the warm, soft breasts of a woman, she touched the cold stone and tried to imagine the cool body of the water princess.
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Paridhi was struck by another thought. Was she neglecting her writing by paying all her attention to the stones?


She had started writing a story a few days ago. As she painted on the pebbles, she did not want to think about it; it irritated her. She had not picked up the pen for some days now. The story of the elderly lady who ran to the railway station as soon as she heard the whistle was stuck somewhere in the writing pad.


It was true, she admitted to herself. The fingers that curled around the paint brush were reluctant to go back to holding the pen. It often happened like this for her. When the words tumbled down from the pen, her mind hesitated to go back to colour palette, and when she was busy mixing colours in the earthen plate till her thirst to create the images were satisfied, she did not feel like writing. So she was a slave to both, her allegiance divided between painting and writing. Sometimes she felt as if she were on a boat in the middle of a river, dithering between the two banks. Which one was the right one to head for?


For the last few days, her daily task of typing pages of a book had also suffered and was paused midway. Bondeep must be upset with her, she thought. He had given her a non-fiction manuscript of about three hundred pages almost a month ago. She had not completed it yet, busy with this or that. Like other tasks, this too Paridhi did with utmost sincerity. She saw to it that there were no typos. This was why Bondeep trusted her with most of the work of his publishing house. But sometimes she got bored. Her eyes were taxed to the limit. These days she had to use glasses while working. But she was compelled to do it for her own sake too. This meant she could be self-reliant and could meet her personal expenses even if they were not luxuries. Her love of writing and painting also helped her in some way. She did them because of her own inner compulsion. She was not interested in appearing for tests one after another in order to obtain a government job. The word ‘test’ had always put her off, in the past, and even now. Yet, life tested her relentlessly.


Jebhabei tumi shokal dekho, surya is the same.


(Whichever way you look at the morning, the sun is the same.)


The phone came alive with the ringtone in singer Suvomita’s sweet voice.


Mayur!


“How are you, stone-princess? How far are you with your painting?”


“Trying to finish in between other work.”


“Now tell me how many you have painted so far?”


“About two hundred.”


“Can you manage to do about five hundred? Enough for a solo exhibition?”


“Let me see when I can reach the target. Where are you now?”


“At Manas Sanctuary.”


Paridhi was not surprised. The boy in love with butterflies was himself like one, flitting from here to there restlessly. He said he would die if he could not wander amidst the jungles. He was someone most comfortable in a sylvan landscape; how could he become dry like a stone? If he called her after the gap of a few days, she teased him, “Your heart has turned into a stone, I think. You haven’t even enquired if I am alive or dead.”


“What do I do? The jungle has enticed me,” he would reply.


Mayur had been researching the butterflies of Assam for the past few months. Sometimes he sent images of the beautiful insects to her through WhatsApp.


“I’ve just sent a picture of Manas. Check.”


Mayur disconnected the line abruptly.


Paridhi checked her phone. A carpet of stones in a variety of colours—black, red, muga, white, blue tinted. In the distance, a row of blue hills and above them, a canopy of white clouds.


“It’ll be so lovely to watch the hills sitting on these rocks,” Paridhi replied.


Mayur was still online. He replied, “Yes, it’s very lovely. Come here one day. We’ll spend the whole day watching the hills, sitting on the rocks. Only you and I. We will forget about everything.”


“Sure, one day,” Paridhi wrote and switched off WhatsApp messenger.


Why did she snub Mayur subtly when she very well knew he meant well? She was not sure what actually played in Mayur’s mind, but sometimes in between their conversations he said something casually that stopped her midway. Did he expect something more from her? Maybe he did not really mean anything and just uttered the words carelessly? He was well aware of her relationship with Bondeep. Could she go away for a day to enjoy the beauty of the hills in Mayur’s company? Even if there was no ulterior motive in Mayur’s invitation, she could not respond to him instantly. She knew if she told Bondeep about the intended outing, he would not say anything but in private he would fume. Could she herself remain unaffected if she came to know that Bondeep had gone away with Ananya for a day to enjoy nature’s beauty?
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