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PENGUIN BOOKS

TRIAL BY SILENCE

Perumal Murugan is the star of contemporary Tamil literature. An award-winning writer, poet and scholar, he has garnered both critical acclaim and commercial success for his vast array of work. Some of his novels have been translated into English to immense acclaim, including Seasons of the Palm, which was shortlisted for the Kiriyama Prize in 2005, and One Part Woman, his best-known work, which was shortlisted for the Crossword Award and won the prestigious ILF Samanvay Bhasha Samman in 2015.

Aniruddhan Vasudevan is a performer, writer, translator and PhD student in anthropology at the University of Texas, Austin. His much-lauded translation of Perumal Murugan’s One Part Woman has become an award-winning bestseller.







Praise for One Part Woman

‘A superb book in which tenderness, love and desire kindle each other into a conflagration of sexual rapture’—Bapsi Sidhwa

‘Perumal Murugan opens up the layers of desire, longing, loss and fulfilment in a relationship with extraordinary sensitivity and surgical precision’—Ambai

‘A fable about sexual passion and social norms, pleasure and the conventions of family and motherhood . . . A lovely rendering of the Tamil’—Biblio

‘Perumal Murugan turns an intimate and crystalline gaze on a married couple in interior Tamil Nadu. It is a gaze that lays bare the intricacies of their story, culminating in a heart-wrenching denouement that allows no room for apathy . . . One Part Woman is a powerful and insightful rendering of an entire milieu which is certainly still in existence. [Murugan] handles myriad complexities with an enviable sophistication, creating an evocative, even haunting, work . . . Murugan’s writing is taut and suspenseful . . . Aniruddhan Vasudevan’s translation deserves mention—the language is crisp, retaining local flavour without jarring, and often lyrical’—The Hindu Business Line

‘An evocative novel about a childless couple reminds us of the excellence of writing in Indian languages . . . This is a novel of many layers; of richly textured relationships; of raw and resonant dialogues and characters . . . Perumal Murugan’s voice is distinct; it is the voice of writing in the Indian languages rich in characters, dialogues and locales that are unerringly drawn and intensely evocative. As the novel moves towards its inevitable climax, tragic yet redemptive, the reader shares in the anguish of the characters caught in a fate beyond their control. It is because a superb writer has drawn us adroitly into the lives of those far removed from our acquaintance’—Indian Express

‘Murugan imbues the simple story of a young couple, deeply in love and anxious to have a child, with the complexities of convention, obligation and, ultimately, conviction . . . An engaging story’—Time Out

‘One Part Woman has the distant romanticism of a gentler, slower, prettier world, but it is infused with a sense of immediacy . . . Murugan intricately examines the effect the pressure to have a child has on [the couple’s] relationship . . . One Part Woman is beautifully rooted in its setting. Murugan delights in description and Aniruddhan translates it ably’—Open







Praise for Perumal Murugan

‘Murugan’s fictional villages are places full of quiet menace, where caste boundaries are protected with violence and social exclusion’—Ellen Barry, New York Times

‘Versatile, sensitive to history and conscious of his responsibilities as a writer, Murugan is . . . the most accomplished of his generation of Tamil writers’—Caravan

‘[A] great literary chronicler . . . Murugan is at the height of his creative powers’—The Hindu

‘Murugan’s insights about relationships spread throughout his work like flashes of lightning’—Kalachuvadu







Author’s Preface to the Tamil Edition

Let Him Live

Several readers of One Part Woman (Madhorubagan) wondered what would happen to Kali at the end of the novel. Eager to see if I could respond to their queries, I wrote two sequels.

Releasing everyone from the uncertainty of whether Kali survives or not, I let him live in Ardhanaari (Trial by Silence). Kali is a common man. And the world of common folk has very narrow boundaries. Much like Kali’s barn. I tried to bring him out of this confined world and let him wander away a bit. But he was not capable of all that. He returned to the barn and confined himself to it. All right, let him live.

When I wrote this novel, I experienced a great freedom of mind. My mind and hands worked together with much ease. You can see the effects of that freedom in this novel. But now I wonder if so much freedom of mind is appropriate for these times. I don’t think I will ever again experience that state of mind. Therefore, my mind celebrates this novel as one that emerged from the rarest of rare moments in life.

This is the second edition of this novel. I have made some changes in the text of the first edition. I request you to understand that this is a novel and, hence, fiction. That is, I want to emphasize that it is entirely a product of my imagination. In particular, I want to point out that the names that occur in the novel do not refer to any specific persons or places. In this novel, I have used various folk tales, descriptions of events, expressions and words. These were necessary for the world I was creating through words. Please read them with that understanding. If any of this turns out to be intolerable to you, I request you to kindly avoid reading the novel. Thank you.

Namakkal

Perumal Murugan

26 November 2016







Translator’s Note

It has been my pleasure and privilege to translate Perumal Murugan’s sequels to his celebrated Tamil novel Madhorubagan, which I translated to English some years ago. One Part Woman portrays the agrarian life of a loving young couple, Ponna and Kali, who are unable to conceive a child. The social expectations around marriage and childbirth and the couple’s own intense longing for a child weigh heavily on them. Towards the end of the novel, we see Ponna going to a temple festival where, on one particular night, consensual union between any man and woman is sanctioned. She meets a man who—because custom accords him the status of a god for that one night—might help her get pregnant. The Tamil sequels Aalavaayan and Ardhanaari imagine two possible, alternative futures for Ponna—one as a widow after Kali’s suicide, and the other a life with Kali, bearing his judgement, rejection and eloquent silence.

In A Lonely Harvest (Aalavaayan), we see Murugan detailing Ponna’s life after Kali succeeds in committing suicide, unable to bear the thought that Ponna could have consented to being with another man, even if only for a night, even if only for the sake of a child and even if in a way sanctioned by custom. In this novel, we encounter Ponna’s grief and confusion as well as the amazing ways in which solidarity, friendship and care operate among women. Her mother and mother-in-law close ranks around Ponna and do all they can to support her and protect her from the judgements of the world.

In Trial by Silence (Ardhanaari), Murugan imagines a different future, where Kali survives his suicide attempt but is unable to forgive Ponna or any of the others he holds responsible for ruining his marriage and life. Ponna is faced with Kali’s incredible silence and withdrawal, his inability to even inhabit the same space as her. This novel, then, is a portrayal of the attempts at forgiveness, reconciliation and reclaiming of happiness and love.

I could not take ‘Madhorubagan’ simply to be the name of a deity and translate it as ‘The Half-Female God’, because the novel and its title are not about the deity in any significant sense. Despite its discussion of human attachments to divine forms, worship and practices, the novel is about the relationship between Kali and Ponna and their intense love for each other. It is about Kali’s understanding that Ponna is an inseparable part of him—he is unable to imagine himself without her. And hence the intensity of his suffering when he sees her decision to go to the festival as a great betrayal of that oneness. Hence the poignance of his torment. Similarly, though at a superficially cultural level, the words ‘Aalavaayan’ and ‘Ardhanaari’ could be read as names of different forms of a deity, the novels have little to do with them. Translating them as such would have been misleading.

As someone who grew up in Tamil Nadu, and with caste and class backgrounds different from the one Murugan details in these novels, I am forever fascinated by both the familiar and the unfamiliar I find in his descriptions of people, land, food, customs, practices, animals, plants and so on. I have attempted to keep some balance of familiarity and distance alive in the translation. We find in these novels an agrarian world of a particular region in a not-so-distant past, with its social structures, relationships, values, possibilities and constraints. My focus has been on the tone, texture and feelings that rise up to meet us as we follow these richly imagined characters navigating their world.

It is not necessary to read One Part Woman in order to understand the sequels. Perumal Murugan’s narrative beautifully catches you up with key aspects of the earlier novel’s plot that animate and give force to these sequels and their imagination of alternative futures for the main characters.

I can only hope I am getting, at least, a little better at this work with every act of translation. And I hope you enjoy reading these novels.

Austin, Texas

Aniruddhan Vasudevan

19 September 2018
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ONE

Kali stared ceaselessly at the stump on the portia tree where the branch had been cut down.

It looked very much like the sort of small stump that would stick out of the shoulder if an arm were severed from a body. He could still see the desiccated cuts left by the sickle on the bark. They looked like fish scales. It was he who had cut down the branch, having grown tired of his mother’s insistence to get it done. That particular branch of the tree had been a favourite of his. He used to see it as the tree kindly lowering an arm towards him, lovingly asking him to climb on to it. In moments of excitement, he would jump up and grab hold of that branch. And he would swing from it until he couldn’t bear the pain in his hands. At that point, he would heave himself to make a wide leap and land five or six feet away. The cow and oxen tethered in the tree’s shade would look at him in amazement.

Once, when his uncle’s children had come over for some festival, he set a swing on this very branch for them to play on. It took just a push for them to swing a great arc with nothing to hinder their movement. The branch held itself tight, much like the sturdy arms of a wrestler. No matter how hard the children swung from it, they never had to worry that the branch might break and fall. Kali was very sad that he eventually had to chop that branch off. But he had to—his mother was absolutely firm about that. In fact, she had wanted the entire tree to be felled. But since he had put up much resistance to that idea, she conceded to just severing that one branch.

When he looked at that branch in his beleaguered state that day, he felt as though it was calling out to him. He had already reached a point where he was considering death as the only way he could move past the impasse in his life. What an extraordinary situation it was. So many people had conspired to fool one man. His mother, mother-in-law, father-in-law, brother-in-law, Ponna. All the others might have consented to that plan. But how could Ponna? Surely, she wouldn’t have agreed to the plan if she hadn’t secretly desired to sleep with another man? In his blinding rage, his first impulse was to hack her down with the sickle, severing her head from her body. But if he did that, she would shudder and suffer for just a little while, and then die. And Kali would have had to bear the lifelong stigma of having murdered his wife. No, that wouldn’t do. She needed to suffer for the rest of her life, agonizing constantly about what she had done. And he concluded that his death would be that perfect punishment for her.

He also thought that dying would put an end to his own torment. ‘You should suffer for the rest of your life,’ he said out loud, thinking of Ponna. He kept chanting this like a mantra for a little while. As he gritted his teeth and repeated the incantation again and again, he felt invigorated. He looked at the length of rope he had unravelled from the bundle of maize sheaths. It was an old rope, but it had several strong twining strands and it would never break. He picked up that rope and flung it over the branch, where it dangled like a snake. He pulled the other end and formed a noose. Then, realizing that he would need some object to stand on—if he were to carry out his grim plan—Kali looked around for something suitable. He spotted the big upturned basket in which they enclosed the chickens. When he picked it up, the chickens scattered in all directions, clucking in panic.

The day had not fully dawned yet. The light was so dim it seemed as though you were looking at things through a sieve. The chickens continued to run around in the darkness. Kali dropped the basket under the dangling rope. The chickens clucked even louder. At this hour, his mother, Seerayi, was headed towards the barnyard from her house in the village. She thought she would take care of all the cleaning work in the cattle shed since Kali was away. She had woken up very early, as soon as she heard the crows cawing from the tamarind trees in the village. Now as she neared the barnyard, she heard the ruckus of the chicken clucking about. Assuming it was some wildcat trying to hunt the chickens, she ran towards the enclosure, making noises to chase away the intruder. Then she saw that the gate was wide open. ‘It must be a thief,’ she thought, and was annoyed with herself for not staying overnight in the barnyard and keeping an eye on things. As she ran in, she saw Kali. She could tell it was him even though everything was cloaked in shadow. And the moment she saw the basket and the rope, she understood.

She ran to him, beating herself on the chest, crying, ‘My god! My precious boy!’ and flung herself on the ground, firmly holding on to his legs to keep him from proceeding. Her grip was like iron shackles. Kali could not move even an inch. Angry that she had come at just that precise moment, he tried to kick himself free of her, shouting, ‘Let go of me!’ But she did not loosen her grip. He was amazed that a scrawny woman like her possessed so much strength. He felt like a rat caught in a trap. He calmed down a bit and again said, ‘Let go of me.’

‘I have kept myself alive all these years just for your sake!’ Seerayi shouted. ‘Hang me on that rope! Witness me shudder and die before you decide to kill yourself. This tree has plenty of branches to hang from!’

Her desperate plea brought him to his senses. ‘All right, Amma,’ he said. ‘I won’t do anything to myself. Don’t worry. Let go of me.’ He was still trying to extricate himself from her hold.

‘Promise me you won’t,’ she said. ‘On my life.’

‘On your life. I promise,’ he said.

‘Promise me, with the goddess Koolithaayi as witness.’

‘I promise, with the goddess Koolithaayi as witness. Let go of me.’ By now, he was also concerned that if anyone were to witness this scene it would be a source of much embarrassment.

Seerayi let go of him immediately and pushed away the basket, before falling flat on the ground. Kali finally found his bearings. He realized that if his mother had not come at the right time, he wouldn’t be witnessing the new, red dawn.

Kali walked to the pot of water kept near the cattle shed, only to discover that it was less than half-full. He had to reach in deep before his hand could scoop up any water. Had he stayed in the barnyard the night before, he would have replenished the various pots and tubs by now. He picked up the little piece of soap kept nearby and washed his face. He also drank some water and sat down right there, panting.

Meanwhile, Seerayi had sat up and started beating her chest, singing:


When even ripe and old palmyra leaves are shining and thriving here

The fresh new leaf wants to take leave

When even dead trees are blossoming forth

The fresh young tree wants to uproot itself

When old fronds are holding firm

The fresh new frond wants to fall

When withered trees are standing tall

The healthy tree here insists on dying



By this time, Kali had been completely shaken out of the desire to die. He was fully aware of the world around him. He looked over the fence. If anyone walking along the path, taking their cattle out, were to hear this song of lament, they might come in to inquire what was going on. And if they saw the rope, they would go and tell the entire village that Kali had tried to hang himself. After that, he would have to explain his actions to everyone. In just one second, his fate had changed. And his mind, which had just moments ago been filled with rage, was now a tumult of embarrassment and shame. He shouted at Seerayi, ‘I am still alive, aren’t I? Why are you singing this dirge now? Think of the shame if anyone hears it.’

She rose quickly from where she was sitting and rushed to him. Holding his head in her hands, she said, ‘What went so wrong in your life that you had to consider killing yourself? You are talking about shame and honour now? If I had come even a second late, you would have dishonoured me for the rest of my life!’

Kali started sobbing. ‘All of you have conspired to dishonour me! Why do I need to live? How can I claim to be a man in this world ever again?’ He walked away and sat down on the cot.

She went closer, gently caressed his head, and said, ‘My little god, please don’t think of it that way. We did it for your own good. You are still a child, you don’t know what is good and what is bad for you. It is my job to do the right thing. And that’s what I did.’
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TWO

‘My dear boy,’ pleaded Seerayi, ‘whatever it is, let us talk about it. Don’t even think about killing yourself.’ And she looked at the portia tree and the rope hanging from it. ‘We cannot have this tree here any more. It has become Yaman to the very person who planted and nurtured it. Bring me the axe, let’s chop it down right away!’ She stood up in a rage. ‘This tree has asked for a sacrifice. Let us sacrifice the tree itself.’

Kali stopped sobbing. ‘We humans do all sorts of things. How can the poor tree be blamed for that? Besides, although it wouldn’t take long to chop down this tree, just think about how many years it takes to grow one.’

‘So you have one sense of fairness for trees and another for people? This earth and the time I have spent on it—both have borne witness to all that I have endured as a single mother raising you. But here you were, trying to end that life I nurtured, and you would have done it in a matter of minutes. Tell me, if you die today, will you be able to replace yourself? Bring me a little boy to raise?’ Seerayi spoke in anger, but even as she said these words, she realized this was perhaps not the best time to reason with him. So she said, ‘All right. We don’t have to cut down the entire tree, but let us at least chop off this branch. Come.’ She pulled him by the hand. He fetched the sickle, climbed the tree a bit unsteadily and started chopping down the branch. It was quite a robust one. He thought he might use it to fashion a bow or to make a picotah. But he was also surprised that even at such a moment his mind dwelled on matters of land and farming.

Seerayi untied the cows and oxen from the shade of the tree and took them out, all the while checking if people were up and about. She could see that there were a few people already walking along the common path outside, but she knew that no visitors would come by so early in the morning. The big branch fell down with a loud noise. The place from where it had been chopped off looked like a wide wailing mouth. Kali threw down the sickle and calmly climbed down the tree. At any other time, he might have just jumped down, but right then he was not in the frame of mind to do that. As he sat down on the cot, he felt overwhelmed by a sudden exhaustion and the need to sleep. His body ached and demanded that he lay right there and sleep for several hours.

Meanwhile, no one had cleared the cattle floor of all the dung. The chickens were now scattering the dung all over the place, looking for food to peck on. Seerayi made some sounds, attracting their attention. They all came to her. She was ready with some corn to feed them. As the chickens came closer, she dropped some corn in the gap between her feet. The roosters beat the others to it—they came running and started to peck at the seeds of corn. Then all the rest joined in and soon it was a large crowd of chickens around Seerayi. When they least expected it, Seerayi swiftly reached down and grabbed a rooster firmly with both her hands.

The rooster struggled to set itself free. The other chickens scattered away at this commotion but soon they were cautiously inching back towards the corn. The rooster persisted in its struggle with Seerayi. It was part of a big brood of chickens. A young rooster. Seerayi reached for a small rope from the ground and tied it around the rooster’s legs. Then she tied the other end of the rope to a pole on the side of the hut. The rooster was still trying to free itself and reach for its food.

Seerayi then picked up the pot she had filled with water just a little while ago. The water was cold. She called out to Kali just as he was getting ready to lie down on the cot. He walked up to her when, without warning, she poured all the water from the pot over his head. ‘What is this, Amma!’ Kali muttered. Then he removed his veshti and stood in his loincloth. That one pot of water didn’t feel enough for him. He picked up the wide-mouthed pot that was nearby and emptied that water over himself too. Meanwhile, Seerayi brought a dry loincloth for him to change into. He changed into it and wiped himself with the towel she gave him. With the same towel, he also dried his hair, which had come undone and now fell over his upper back.

Whether it was from last night’s drinking or from sheer exhaustion, he couldn’t tell, but he felt sleep overtaking him. Seerayi, however, did not let him fall asleep. There was one thing she still needed him to do. She asked him to untie the rooster and make an offering of it under the tree. She held the rooster’s head firmly to make sure it didn’t scream while he chopped off the head.

‘All right,’ she then said. ‘You go and sleep well. Don’t start thinking about anything. I will wake you up once I have finished cooking. I will take care of the cattle.’

Kali’s hair was still wet. So he let it stay untied and lay down on the cot inside the hut. He thought, ‘It looks like that small creature had to die so that a big creature could live. Who knows when the lord of death comes for whom?’ He then fell into a deep sleep.

Even though Seerayi could not fully guess what might have transpired during Kali’s trip out of town the day before, she was certain of one thing: Kali now knew everything. She felt that it was goddess Koolithaayi who had sent her to the barnyard at just the right moment. Seerayi let all the blood from the rooster drain out under the portia tree. She spoke to the tree: ‘Is this enough blood for you? Did we let you grow and thrive here all these years so that you can take one of our lives? You must end it all with this offering, all right?’ Then she carried the rooster’s body and head and put them in a basket. Covering the basket with palm fronds, she placed it inside the shed. She looked at Kali sleeping peacefully on the cot, and was overcome with great sadness. ‘You might have been dead and lying on the bier by now,’ she said. She felt that it might comfort her to cry and sing out loud. But she stopped herself because she knew this was not the right time. She just mumbled to herself, ‘This is the time for you to lie on cots that have legs. It is not yet time for you to lie on a legless bier.’

She then walked to a corner of the barnyard. Gathering five or six palm fronds drying there, she placed them together. She then tried to untie the rope from the felled branch. The knot had hardened. It made all her sadness well up again. She cried, mumbling, ‘There is the field, there is the hearth, and there is the woman you married. What reason do you have to tie a rope and make a noose?’ She fetched the sickle and cut at the knot, tugging it free of the branch at last. As she held one end of it, it hung straight down from her hand, with the noose dangling at the other end. For a second, she felt as though her own neck had been caught in that noose. She shook her head to get that image out of her mind.

Then she dropped the rope on the fronds she had laid down together on the ground. She worked in an agitated manner, consumed in the frenzy and excitement that came with the realization that she had just managed to stop someone from dying. She then tried to drag the branch away, but it was large and expansive, covering the ground in a wide arc. She was unable move it. But she didn’t want to leave it lying there. When she looked out towards the fields, she saw the oxen tethered there. She fetched them and tied the branch to the ropes on their necks in such a way that it lay between them. Then as she raised her voice to make them move, the oxen walked ahead, dragging the branch along.

The end of that thick and long branch was covered in leaves and stalks. It looked like there might be some difficulty getting it through the barnyard’s gate, but the oxen had no difficulty at all; they dragged it away with great ease. Once they had taken it away to the stretch of wasteland away from the fields and the barnyard, she brought the oxen back and secured them in their place again. Then she picked up the basket in which she had placed the rooster’s body and head and walked to the fields. There was a hoe hanging from a branch of the palai tree near the well. With that, she dug a pit about three feet deep right next to the tree, and buried the rooster in it. She then ran back to the barnyard. Kali was still sleeping soundly.

Seerayi still had a lot of work to finish. She remembered all the tasks. Cow dung lay scattered about on the floor of the cattle enclosure. The sheep were bleating. There was no water in the large earthen pot. But first she fed the chickens again and caught another fowl. A nice robust hen, heavy and firm. It too was destined to die today. Holding it by its feet, she slammed its head against the slab in front of the shed. The hen died with just one croak. Seerayi then carried it to the spot where she had laid the palm fronds and the rope. She started plucking the chicken. Its body was still warm. That—as well as the fact that the hen was tender because it was poised to lay eggs soon—made it easier for her to pluck off the feathers. She only tore away the big feathers. The small ones would be consumed by the fire. She then set fire to the fronds. They caught fire first, and then the rope too. She held the chicken in the fire. The rope didn’t burn easily. It smoked, resisted the flame. She made sure the fronds burnt well. And when the fire grew stronger, that rope which might have taken away Kali’s life caught fire at last and burnt, hissing and sizzling like a raging snake.
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THREE

As Seerayi went about completing all the chores in the barnyard, she kept an eye on Kali. He slumbered like he had not done so in ages. Her plan was to cook the chicken and some saaru before waking him up. All the ingredients she needed for cooking were in the shed—right there in the barnyard. They had cooked there in the past. There was also an old, large grinding stone she could use. This was good, because she did not want to leave Kali alone and go all the way to her house in the village quarters to do the cooking. She had not even imagined that he would go to the extent of wanting to kill himself. She had thought that he might be a little difficult initially but would eventually calm down. Seerayi had been instrumental in sending Ponna to the big temple festival.

The Karattur festival lasted three months. People would start preparing for it as soon as the month of Maasi began. All the shops and entertainments that sprang up around the festival would stay on till Panguni or even Chithirai. But the actual festival lasted only for twenty-two days. And for most people, the twenty-third day would be the day of feasting and meat-eating. The most important days were the day the deity came down from the hillock and the day the deity was taken back up. An incredible crowd gathered to get a glimpse of the deity. The night the deity returned to the hillock was the most significant event of the festival.

People usually started coming in on the morning of that day, on foot and on bullock carts from various villages and towns—it would look like an army marching. En route to the place were small makeshift stalls providing free drinking water for everyone. All the fields surrounding the village lay fallow and unused during that period. Even if there had been some rains, the farmers would stop with some superficial ploughing and let the fields be. All the bullock carts that came to the village for the festival were parked in these fields. On that one day, no one squabbled over ownership or encroachment of land. In fact, there were so many bullocks in the fields that one would wonder if this was a fair selling oxen. Visitors brought large parcels of food with them. But even if they didn’t, there were stalls in the festival grounds they could eat from. Some people brought hens and roosters with them to make an offering for another deity, Poochisaami, the next day. They would complete the offering, cook and eat the fowl, and only then lock their bullocks back to their carts. Several cultural performances and entertainments were staged in all the eight streets of the village. Flaming torches and lanterns would transform the festival grounds, as though brightening the night into day. The usually untrodden, dusty streets would come alive with the pattering feet of the passing crowds. There were four ponds in the village. The women of the village would fetch water from these ponds and sprinkle them on the streets to keep the ground cool and the dust settled.

This was a time for people to come together and rejoice. Toddy and arrack were sold in the outskirts of the festival area. Shops selling puttu and various snacks enticed people with their fragrances. Policemen constantly patrolled the streets. Despite that, at the pinnacle of the celebrations, all rules and norms were shattered when the torches were dimmed. Only the night bore witness to itself. Darkness fell like a veil over all faces. Only the full moon did its best to cast some light, show some support. It was during these nocturnal celebrations that the primal urges in all men would surface.

At first, Kali was under pressure to marry and bring home a second wife. The fact that he and Ponna hadn’t had a child for twelve years was a source of much grief. But since Kali refused to marry again, it was Seerayi who spoke to him about this festival and suggested they send Ponna there. He did not, however, consent to that either. His heart simply could not accept it. The mere broaching of this topic had been enough to shatter Kali’s peace of mind. He constantly thought about it and felt conflicted. He was not willing to send Ponna to the festival. Besides, he was not sure he could accept as his own a child given by some unknown man. He thought that if such a thing were to ever happen, Ponna was sure to lose all respect for him. He was also afraid that everyone would take that as confirmation of Kali’s impotence. He tormented himself, agonizing over all these questions. Things dragged on in this way for two years. But finally this year they had decided to send Ponna to the festival without Kali’s knowledge. His brother-in-law took him to a grove far away, where he got him drunk on toddy and arrack. And they tricked Ponna into thinking she had Kali’s permission to go to the festival. But when Kali found out about it later that night, he rushed back to the barnyard, feeling betrayed by everyone.

He could not bring himself to accept that Ponna had been with another man that night. Their lives were entwined inextricably. He could not bear the idea of another man leaving his smell over Ponna’s body. Her body was linked to his forever. It had taken his fragrances upon itself for twelve years. No one could prise their two bodies apart. He felt that every inch of her body belonged to him. It would be a blemish if her body were to be stained by the scent of any other man. And Kali said to himself firmly that once that body was tainted, he wouldn’t touch it. If it was true that all men were gods on that night, then let that god enter Kali’s body too. If it was a true god, it ought to help Ponna conceive through Kali. Why was the deity refusing to inhabit him?

He had heard before that several of the children in the village had been born this way. But he didn’t believe any of that. It was possible that people did these things in the olden days. But that didn’t mean they had to continue doing those things, did it? There must have been a time when a younger brother had access to his older brother’s wife, or an older brother thought of his younger brother’s wife as his. But would people accept such a thing today? When Nallayyan Uncle was claiming his share of inheritance—which his brothers coveted—he had offered, ‘Let my sisters-in-law supply me with milk. I will give them my share of the property.’ But did they accept the proposal? In the olden days, people lived in large families. Not any more. These days, families were together until the last son got married. After that, they went their own separate ways, chased off just like a crow sends away its chicks to fend for themselves. Certain things might have been acceptable in those days. But that did not mean they had to be acceptable now. Times had changed.

At weddings, there is a ritual in which the bride’s maternal uncle carries her on his shoulder and brings her to the wedding altar. But recently, at a wedding that took place in Kullur, the bridegroom had said, ‘I cannot bear the sight of some other man touching and lifting my wife. Let us not do that.’ Apparently, the maternal uncle went away in a huff. Well, let him! Was the wedding important or the uncle? Kali too felt similarly about Ponna, that she was his alone. So he felt utterly let-down that Ponna had gone to the festival despite his objection. In a bid to punish her for the rest of her life, he had thrown a rope on the portia tree and made a noose.

That night, neither Kali nor Ponna got any sleep. Even Seerayi could not sleep. She had stayed in the barnyard until the full moon was overhead. Then she fed the cows and oxen again and, thinking that it would now be safe to leave the barnyard unattended, went to her house in the village to catch a wink.

Seerayi’s lips had kept muttering all night long, ‘Devaatha, please show my daughter-in-law a way out of this misery.’ She lay down on the cot in her house, but she did not sleep; she only kept tossing and turning. It had occurred to her that she might as well have stayed in the barnyard. She was concerned about her daughter-in-law that night, but she failed to think of her son. Perhaps that was what was unacceptable to god. She had no idea that Kali had returned to the barnyard. Thinking that he was still away at his father-in-law’s, Seerayi woke up very early the next morning and walked back to the barnyard. She had to feed the cattle and clear out all the dung. If Kali was in town, she wouldn’t have to do any of these chores. But it was only when she walked into the barnyard that she saw Kali preparing to hang himself from the portia tree.

Today, as she kept going about her chores, her mind was always on Kali. She had managed to stop him from suicide once. For some people, that put an end to that line of thought. But there are others whose will to die grows stronger and stronger—and that suicidal impulse would seek out another such opportunity. That was why she kept a close watch over Kali. Looking at him sleep now no one would guess such a thing had transpired only that morning. She had finished boiling rice and cooking some chicken in a thick gravy, and now sat wondering if he would wake up anytime soon. Earlier, when she went to fetch the cattle from the pasture, she ran into Kaaraan. She sent a message with him to Ponna’s family in Adaiyur—that Kali was back, and that since he had to take care of the cows and oxen here, he would stay put and that they would offer a chicken and make their own feast here in the barnyard, and that Ponna could stay at her parents’ home for a few days more and not rush back. When she offered him eight annas for this job, he took the money and set about happily. He anticipated that when he conveyed the news at Ponna’s parents’ home, they might give him eight annas more or even a rupee. Also, even though he would get to eat lamb at his own house, he might still get to eat chicken at Ponna’s.

Seerayi knew that if she did not inform them that Kali was back, someone from there might come looking for him—and that would complicate matters immeasurably, given Kali’s current state of mind. There would be loud arguments and accusations, and the entire village would come to know of the situation. But if she could find a way to avoid all of that for a few days, it was likely that Kali’s anger would subside. By then, she thought, she might even be able to get him to see things in perspective. After all, Kali never talked back at her. He mostly agreed with her. His mother had raised him single-handedly, enduring many difficulties. And he was always one to make sure he never hurt her in any way. If he did not agree with something she said, he usually just kept quiet. He would later express his disagreement very gently. Seerayi was aware of all this, and now she set about strategizing the ways in which she would handle him.

Kali was very fond of the chicken dish she made. Ponna took much care with cooking this particular dish, but he always told her that it did not match the one his mother made. ‘I am doing it exactly like your mother does,’ Ponna would insist. ‘It is the same chillies. It is the same castor oil. I grind it all in the same stone. Then how come it does not taste the same?’ And he would reply, ‘You need something else too—some deftness of hand.’ But she’d disagree, laughing. ‘No, no. Nothing of that sort. Your mother does not add water when she grinds the paste. She just spits into it twice. That’s why it stinks so badly.’ But that never made him angry. He would just say, ‘All right then. Why don’t you spit into it next time? Let’s see how that tastes. It might even intoxicate like Muniyannan’s arrack.’ She would blush at this remark, and say, ‘Then why do you go there to get drunk? I can spit in your food every day.’

The chicken Seerayi had chosen to cook was young and fresh. It might have even started laying its very first eggs in four or five days. She had carefully removed the little, newly forming eggs—more like egg blossoms, she thought—and had fried it separately in the ladle in which she crackled seasoning. Kali was particularly fond of that. If she were to feed him all this lovingly prepared food, and then speak to him carefully about things, he would certainly listen to her. In her mind, she rehearsed how that conversation would go.
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FOUR

It was midday and Kali was still sleeping. Seerayi went near the cot to take a closer look. He had not spread even a thin piece of cloth over the cot before lying down. The coir weave had pressed into his skin, leaving its impression. The loincloth was all he was wearing. His abdomen looked like a wilted plantain leaf. ‘There is nothing in there,’ she thought. He had not eaten anything. He must be very hungry. Kali’s legs stretched out beyond the edge of the cot. The hair on his head was thick and long, like women’s tresses. It looked like he had applied castor oil on it the day before, since he was travelling out of town. Now it glistened with a dark oiliness, and as it lay spread out over the cot, it looked like a dam containing him. He had a broad face, like two palms held together side by side. He has shaved his beard and trimmed his moustache. And he had a wide chest. It occurred to Seerayi that Kali was a bigger and healthier-looking man than his father had ever been.

Several years ago, when Kali told her that he wanted to marry Ponna, Seerayi’s first thought was whether Ponna would be a physical match to his strong, stone-idol-like body. She had not responded right away, but after a few minutes she asked, ‘Is she a good match for you?’ He had not quite understood what she meant. Thinking that she was asking about Ponna’s character, he said, ‘Yes, yes, she is a girl of very good character.’ Then Seerayi had to ask more explicitly. ‘Not that, you idiot! Here you are, built like a big black tree. What if she is built like a mouse! That’s what I meant.’ He had laughed. And Seerayi felt bad that her remark had amounted to casting an evil eye on her own son. As they say, the proud gaze of parents causes more damage than the jealous and evil eye cast by townspeople, relatives, the deformed and the widowed. So on that day, she used some chillies to perform a little ritual to ward off any evil eye she might have inadvertently cast on him. Now when she thought about how Kali might have reduced this strong, living body into a dead one that morning, she was reminded of her husband.

Kali’s father too had been hale and hearty before he died suddenly. It was the month of Aadi. In all the fields across the village, the ragi crop had grown well and stood proud and lush. But that was also the time rats attacked the crops. So the farmers formed groups to hunt and kill the rats. They would set the traps on one side of a field and chase the rats into those traps from the other side. Kali’s father was among the people engaged in the hunt. He had accidentally stepped on a trap as he tried to avoid tripping over an old, petrified rat on the way. He died even before they brought him home. Had he been alive, Seerayi’s life would have been much easier. He had loved her just the way Kali loved Ponna.

Kali now looked a lot like his father. Seerayi touched him gently, trying to wake him up. But he didn’t budge. So she shook him more vigorously. Usually he would waken at the gentlest touch. In fact, if the cows mooed even once, his eyes would open right away. It made her fearful now that Kali was not waking up. She even wondered if he might have mixed some poison in the arrack he drank before he tried to hang himself. She couldn’t even count the number of people who died by mixing ground arali seeds into their toddy or arrack. Growing agitated at these thoughts, Seerayi now slapped his cheek and called out, ‘Kaliyappa . . . Kaliyappa!’

He opened his eyes to be greeted by his mother’s face right in front of him. It took him a while to find his bearings. Then she asked him to eat.

‘I don’t want anything,’ he said and turned over.

Upset, she said, ‘Look here, I have cooked chicken gravy. I have not eaten either. I have been waiting for you to wake up. If you are not eating, I am not eating anything either. There!’

He sat up, irritated. ‘Why are you acting like this, Amma?’ he snapped, and stepped outside. He had never experienced daylight so intensely before. It disoriented him. Holding a hand over his eyes, he walked over to the pot and splashed some water over his face. Only then did he feel even a little steady, and slowly came to his senses. He looked up to know the time. It was a little past midday. The sun had passed overhead and had started its descent on the other side.

‘Did you eat anything at all this morning?’ he asked as he stepped inside the hut.

By then, Seerayi had placed food ready on two plates. She gave one to him, saying, ‘What do you think? Considering what you were about to do this morning, do you think I was capable of swallowing food?’

He took the plate from her and sat down on the cot to eat. Slowly, he mixed the curry with the rice. His mind was now light and blank. She had put a lot of meat over the rice. He now moved the pieces of meat aside and just ate a mouthful of the rice mixed with the thick gravy. She kept looking at him as he ate. He ate the first mouthful without showing any interest in the food, but after that he slowly seemed to register the taste. So when he started eating patiently and with some relish, she was relieved. She ate a little too. She paid attention to his plate and served him more meat. Even though her mind was clear, she still found herself sighing frequently.

He ate to his heart’s content and lay down again on the cot. Seerayi did not comment on that; she let him sleep as much as he wanted. She took charge of all the things that needed to be done that day. Kali woke up at dusk and stepped outside and sat down on a rock. He could see his mother doing all the chores, but he did not feel the urge to do anything himself. He just sat there for a while. Then he ate his dinner, and he ate well. After that, he set the cot right outside the hut and lay there, awake. This was the first time he was experiencing such an emptiness of mind for so many hours. He found it pleasant. Seerayi came and sat down on the rock nearby and started talking to him.

‘Kaliyappa . . . look here. You have promised me, so you should not do anything like that ever again, all right? If you die, what is there for me to live for? I will grab hold of your feet and just follow you where you go. But then what would Ponna do on her own? Don’t you know how much she loves you? Even I might hesitate for a moment to give up my life after you. But she—she would follow you right away. Did I endure all those hardships only to see our family ruined? What’s the point in dying? If we die today, the world still carries on tomorrow. The point is to live well and show that to the world. Do you know how much I have had to endure? The difficulties I had to overcome until you grew up and became a responsible man . . .’

He was listening to her.

‘Do you know how the men in this village behaved?’ she went on. ‘As soon as night fell, they would knock on my door, throw stones at the house, shout out my name . . . No matter how much they persisted, I never opened the door. Our Nallayyan. You know him. Don’t judge him too kindly. He said to me, “Sister-in-law, live with me. I will bequeath my property to your son.” I said to him, “Get lost. All your wealth isn’t worth even a single strand of hair on my leg.” I was only thinking of you all the time—the one person I could call mine, the one person I needed to protect from any suffering. That was why I stayed strong.’

He was still listening to her.

‘When there is a child in your life, it is a whole other matter. That is when you feel you have a hold on life. You have been yearning for a child, and you have shut yourself up in this barnyard. And there in the house Ponna lies staring at the ceiling. I could not bear to see the two of you suffer so much. That was why I made that suggestion. I could have taken her there myself without saying a word about it to you. But she wouldn’t have agreed to it without your permission. That was why I spoke about it to you first. Even now Ponna thinks you consented to it. Would she have gone otherwise?’

He continued to listen to her.

‘We have not done anything that other people in this world don’t do, have we? You know the old man in Madakkaadu, don’t you? Do you know his name? It’s Maacchaami. In those days, people revered him for being a god-given child. He was born after his father and mother had been childless for ten years. Aren’t they living well? What have they lost because of this? Why—do you know how many women go to another man even when they have their own husbands? Did I recommend that? This festival has been happening for ages. We pray and promise various kinds of offerings to god. This too is such an appeal. We say to god, “You give me a child. I will name the child after you . . .”’

And he listened.

‘Do you think I was unaware of all the times you went to this festival? You used to look so radiant on those occasions. I did not want to stop you. I did not want to come in the way of your enjoyment. If Ponna accuses you of having been with another woman, what would you say to her? Or is it one sense of justice for you and a different one for her? Tell me. Look here, this was entirely my idea. You should not blame anyone else for this. Your parents-in-law, or your brother-in-law, Muthu—everyone acted according to my plan. If anyone is at fault here, it is me. Accuse me any which way you want. Hit me and kill me, if that’s what you want to do. This portia tree has so many more branches left. If you hang me on one of these, I will die happily. But please don’t blame Ponna or her family for this.’

He kept listening.

‘I am responsible for this. I did this so that my son can be sociable again—meet people without hesitation, go anywhere he wants to, do things, be happy. I want my family line to continue. When I die, I want at least a grandson or granddaughter to be there to hold the torch to light my pyre. That’s why I did this. I did not think I was doing anything wrong. I thought of this as a prayer. If you insist that it was wrong, you please decide the appropriate punishment for me. Blame me. It is all on me. No one else is to blame . . .’

He just kept listening.
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Well into their marriage, one day when Kali and Ponna were intimate, he told her about the time his mother had asked him if Ponna was an adequate match for him.

Ponna said, ‘That’s so inappropriate of your mother. How could she ask a thing like that!’

‘Why not?’ he replied. ‘Listen, you see the various sizes of pestles we have in the house? Why do you think that is? We use one with a big ferrule to separate ragi from the husk. Then we use a pestle with a small ferrule to pound the ragi. If we need just half a cup of flour, we only need a small mortar. But if we need to pound flour for four or five people, we need a mortar that is deep, and a pestle that is big. There are so many such details. This too is just like that.’

‘Well,’ she said, ‘the man’s parents think about all this. But do the woman’s parents worry about such things? No. As soon as they find a man, they marry their daughter off to him.’

‘No, no,’ he responded. ‘Don’t say that. A girl’s parents worry a lot more about such things. Let me tell you a story . . .’

Kali had a lot of stories. These were bawdy stories that circulated only among men. Once in a while, he entertained Ponna with such a story. She would say, ‘How can you talk so freely about such things? Aren’t you ashamed?’ But she eagerly listened to them nevertheless.

So there was this man in this town. He had just one daughter. It had been five or six years since she came of age, but she was still not married. Both she and her mother were quite worried about this. But the actual reason for her not getting married was her father. He was very fond of his daughter. She was his only child. He had seen her naked when she was a child. At that time, he thought to himself that his daughter’s reproductive organ was very small, like a doodlebug’s nest. So he decided that since hers was a small hole and would only be able to take something as big as a little finger, he was determined to find a man who had a small penis. He was concerned that if the man who married his daughter had a large one, she would suffer.

And so he came up with a plan. Whenever prospective bridegrooms came over to take a look at the girl, he would give them a lot of water and buttermilk to drink. After drinking all that, the fellow would start squirming in his seat because he would have to pee. Just then, the girl’s father would find some excuse to take the young man out into the fields. There, he would keep talking non-stop to the fellow until he simply had to undo his loincloth to pee or shit. And when the fellow sat down to do his business, our man would also quietly sit down next to him and sneak a peek at his penis. He was looking for a fellow with one as small as a little finger. But none of the men had such a small penis. And he was worried how his daughter would manage if her husband had a big penis. So he would find some excuse to reject all the men.

Since her father kept turning away the men she actually liked, the daughter was curious to know why. She asked her mother to find out the reason. So the mother spoke to her husband one day. And that’s when he explained to her his views on the matter. Apparently, the wife yelled at him, ‘I have not met a stupider man in my life!’ But still he did not relent. That was how much he cared for his daughter. So the mother reported all this to her daughter and said, ‘I don’t think you are going to get married anytime soon.’ The daughter had to find a way out of this. She already knew a little about penises. So the next time a man came to see her and explore the possibilities of marrying her, she was ready with a plan. When the young man came to the backyard to wash his hands, she explained the situation to him. Then she suggested that when he went to the outfields he carry a pitcher of water with him and splash some water from it on his penis a few times. As expected, the father took the young man to the outfields. And as instructed, the young man carried a pitcher of water with him and, when the father was not looking, he splashed some cool water on his own penis. When he squatted down to pee, the older man too sat next to him and looked. He could not even see the fellow’s penis clearly; it was so small. So he decided right away that this man would be his son-in-law. Thus the wedding happened. And the daughter lived happily.

When he finished the story, Ponna was overcome with embarrassment.

‘Actually there is more to the story,’ said Kali. ‘Want to hear?’

‘No need!’ she said, blushing further.

‘All right,’ he said. ‘Some other time then.’ He found it very hard that day to coax her out of her shyness and embarrassment.
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FIVE

Muthu was very restless for a couple of days. He had wanted to visit Kali, but was not sure if it would be a good idea. Kali had come to his in-laws’ home in Adaiyur on the day of the big festival. But since they had planned to take Ponna to Karattur to the festival grounds that night without Kali’s knowledge, it was Muthu’s task to provide a distraction for Kali. And so he led Kali far away to drink arrack. They went to Mandayan’s house, located in a coconut grove, where they all drank the arrack made from coconut toddy. Muthu went to sleep right there. But Kali decided to return to his in-laws’ place because he was really missing Ponna and wanted to be with her. That’s when he found out that Ponna was not at home and had, in fact, gone to the festival. Unable to bear the shock of this news, he rushed to his barnyard and decided to hang himself on the portia tree.

Muthu had known nothing about the things that had happened after he had got drunk and dozed off in Mandayan’s cottage. He had woken up late and chided himself for failing to keep an eye on Kali. Neither Mandayan nor Kathayi were able to tell him precisely at what time Kali had left. He was not sure if Kali had gone back to Adaiyur to his in-laws’ home or to his own barnyard in Aattur. In case he had gone to Adaiyur, would Ponna have returned by then? On the other hand, he might have gone to his barnyard. Kali found it hard to be away from there for even a single day. His mind was constantly preoccupied by the sounds of his sheep and cattle. Even if a small rat had newly made the barnyard fence its home, Kali would somehow notice it first thing in the morning. Muthu often teased Kali, ‘How many lizards live in the barnyard fence?’ Kali would only smile in response.

It had been some years since Kali had started confining himself to the barnyard. He never socialized with anyone. Only those who happened to traverse the pathway that ran by his barnyard got to talk to him. Since everyone seemed to ask him constantly about his childlessness, he had decided to avoid everyone’s company. When they were younger, Muthu and Kali had roamed these parts. Since Muthu was very fond of Kali, he let him marry his sister and made him his brother-in-law. Muthu had only got involved in this new plan of Seerayi’s because he was concerned that being childless was making Kali a recluse.

Muthu had left from Mandayan’s place when the day’s heat began to sting him, making it difficult to lounge about any more. When he reached his place, his father had already killed a chicken and was roasting it. Muthu realized that Kali had not come there. As he walked to the cattle enclosure, wondering if he should go to Kali’s barnyard and check if he had reached there safely, Kaaraan arrived with news from Seerayi. That brought him some relief, but something kept niggling at him. When Ponna asked him why Kali had left, he said to her, ‘Apparently, your husband cannot stay away from the barnyard for even a single night. He has asked you to stay here for a few days and return at leisure.’ The only thing he asked his mother was if everything went to plan at the festival. She nodded.

There was an excitement in Ponna’s face. It looked as though the deity had definitely blessed Ponna. Muthu prayed that this should lead to a pregnancy—and a child. He was confident that Kali could be managed later. But he needed to know if Kali had found out about the plan. Not knowing that for sure made him very restless.

So he set out one afternoon to Kali’s. As soon as he stepped inside Kali’s fields, he realized something had changed. The brinjal patch Kali used to tend to very carefully now lay dry. It had not been watered. Kali would never leave things this way. Seerayi was sitting in the shade of the palai tree by the well, looking at the sheep. As soon as she saw Muthu, she came running to him. ‘Dear boy,’ she exclaimed. ‘Don’t even ask! That morning he came over here and hung a noose on the portia tree. Somehow the goddess Kooliyatha made sure I arrived here at just the right moment. I managed to save him. What do I tell you? What can I tell you? I can manage one or two difficulties, but when so many of them pile on at the same time, I will break. He has not done any work since then. He doesn’t eat well either. He just lies on the cot and stares at the ceiling. I have been talking to him, trying to get him to say something. He hasn’t budged. If he was a little boy, I’d slap him and tell him off . . . So I have been staying here. I was hoping his anger would subside in four or five days, and then I could send for Ponna. You go and try talking to him. Please get your dear friend back to normal!’

Muthu was now scared to even enter the barnyard. He didn’t know how he would face Kali. He removed his headcloth and draped it over his shoulder. From behind him, he could hear Seerayi singing . . .


He used to wear a white veshti, he’d fold it up in style

He’d walk with a swagger on the streets

And people would salute, people would make way for him

Now he wears no white dhoti, doesn’t care for style

There is no swagger in his walk, he walks on no street

And he lies in a corner, staring at the ceiling . . .



Seerayi alone could launch into a dirge on the spot. Her voice sent shivers down his spine.

How could he even look at Kali’s face? What would he say to him? How would he begin? So Kali had been so hurt that he had gone to the extent of preparing to hang himself? How terrible it would have been had Kali succeeded in his morbid plan! Muthu shuddered even at the thought. If that had happened, how would Muthu have broken it to Ponna? He walked towards the barnyard. It was very quiet there. Kali might be lying down in the shade of the portia tree or inside the hut. Muthu approached hesitantly. He also tried to comfort himself—after all, Kali had been saved from dying. What could he do now that could be worse? Would Kali attack him and kill him? Muthu had done it all solely for Kali’s good. Kali may or may not understand that. Muthu just had to face things as they came.

Muthu opened the thatched gate flap a little loudly to announce his arrival. The dog came running to him, wagging his tail in welcome. Muthu spoke to the dog in a loud voice. It looked like Kali was inside the hut. Muthu wondered if he was asleep. He decided that he would wake him up even if he was sleeping. ‘Mapillai, Mapillai!’ he called out as he walked inside. There was no response from Kali. He continued to stare at a distant point, unaware that Muthu was addressing him. Even when Muthu went and stood right next to him, Kali did not register his friend’s presence. He seemed oblivious to all noise and movement around him. It was as though he was lost in some other world. Muthu gathered some courage and touched Kali on the shoulder and said, ‘Dey, Mapillai!’

Kali suddenly jerked awake and shook himself free to Muthu’s touch. Then he lifted his head and looked at Muthu. ‘Come!’ he said. ‘Are you here for my final rites? But I was saved, you see. My mother, that wretched widow, that whore who has raised me and is responsible for the state I am in, she held my feet firmly and refused to let me die. Otherwise, right now that dog we have here would be peeing on the spot where they would have cremated me.’

Muthu shivered on the inside. He saw tears pouring down Kali’s face. ‘Please don’t dwell on it, Mapillai,’ he said. ‘Only good things will come to us. Why do you have die for this?’ But his lips went dry and his tongue parched even with these few words.

‘Right!’ said Kali ‘So it is a good thing to send one’s wife to another man? You plied me with arrack the other day, didn’t you? You could have mixed some poison in it and killed me, and perhaps then sent your sister to another man. Why didn’t you?’

‘Please don’t say that,’ said Muthu gently. ‘There are so many people in the village who have done this and been blessed by the deity. We are only doing what others have done.’

‘Do you know if all those men who agreed to send their wives to the festival did so wholeheartedly?’ said Kali, weeping. ‘How would you know if those other men too had all these thoughts I am holding in my heart? When they play with the child that comes from this, how could they not remember that it was some other man’s child? And the women who went there once—won’t they be tempted to go again? You have turned my home into a whorehouse!’

‘We are all here with you,’ reassured Muthu. ‘Nothing bad will happen. Please don’t cry.’

‘What do you mean nothing bad will happen?’ snapped Kali. ‘She went and slept with some other man, that whore! And now she is spending time happily at your place? Let me see how she manages to come here and look me in the eye.’

‘Please don’t call Ponna that,’ pleaded Muthu, his voice trembling. ‘We tricked her into believing she had your permission. Please don’t blame her for this!’

‘So she would go just because you told her I said yes?’ Kali spat out. ‘Even if I had said that to her myself, if she really had any love for me, would she have gone? The truth is that she was horny. One man was not enough for her any more. That’s why she went!’ He then proceeded to aim more expletives at Ponna.

Muthu could not bear to listen to any of this. He said in a pleading voice, ‘Please don’t say such things about her. Don’t you know how much she loves you?’

But Kali suddenly grabbed Muthu by the piece of cloth draped over his shoulders. ‘Look at him! A brother who pimped his own sister! And he has come to advise me! Go away. Get out!’ And with that, Kali pushed Muthu out of the hut.

Muthu was taken aback. ‘Mapillai . . .’ he managed to say.

‘Who is Mapillai?’ shouted Kali. ‘We have no relationship any more. If you come here again, I will break your legs. Go away, you dog!’

Muthu tried to say something placatory, and walked back towards the hut, but Kali came running, punched him in the back and pushed him away. Muthu fell on the ground. Kali attacked him without restraint. He held Muthu by his head-knot and slapped him repeatedly on his face. He kicked Muthu’s feet. Noticing a long stalk from the portia tree lying on the ground nearby, he picked it up and, eyes closed, whipped Muthu with it. Muthu tried to shield himself from the blows using his hands. But when that proved to be ineffective, he tossed and turned and writhed on the ground, trying to evade Kali’s assault.

Seerayi came running. ‘You wretched motherfucker!’ she screamed. ‘How can you hit your friend like this? Didn’t I tell you that it was all my idea, that I am responsible for everything? Then why are you hitting him? Here, hit me. If your rage has not subsided, hit me. Here, punch me. I will die of heartbreak. Come, hit me on these breasts that suckled you!’ The words poured out of Seerayi as she knelt down in front of Kali, looking up at him.

Kali spat on Muthu and went back into the hut and lay down on the cot. He was still enraged, and his angry gasps sounded like the noise the portia tree made when it swayed in the wind.

Seerayi gave Muthu a hand and lifted him up. He was covered in soil and he bled from the cuts caused by the tree stalk. Rising from the ground, Muthu looked around for the towel he usually wore around his neck; when he found it, he wiped himself with it, and said, ‘Dey, Kali, I am not upset at all that you hit me. If you are still not satisfied, come back out and hit me some more. If you want to kill me, do that too, come. But please don’t blame Ponna and call her names. She is a good girl. She considers you her life. I will tell you just one thing. I only wanted to do you good. You may not see that now, but you will at some point. You will always be my friend, Kali.’

Muthu then slowly walked out of the barnyard. Seerayi walked after him without saying anything, without knowing what to say. Outside, she stood watching as he walked past the fields, over the common path, and until his figure vanished in the distance.
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SIX

Poovayi waited for Muthu until the sun climbed over the hillock, hoping he would return home at least for the morning meal. But he did not show up. He had been gone since the day before. And he had not eaten anything since lunch. They lived in Thottakkaadu. Five or six farmsteads beyond that was Mettukkaadu, the elevated fields. That was where they had built the enclosure for cattle and sheep since they could use the animal refuse for manure in these fields. Muthu spent all his time in Mettukkaadu. Toddy tapping from the palmyra trees was well under way. This was almost the end of the toddy season. What they tap now would be the final batch of toddy for the year. It was particularly potent. Poovayi wondered if Muthu had drunk a lot of this toddy and was lying somewhere in those elevated fields.

She gave voice to her frustration. ‘Even a dog would come running back to be fed if you call out to it. But who can keep track of where this man goes and when he comes back? This has become a constant nuisance!’ The night before, she had sent food for Muthu with the farmhand. When she asked him later, he said he couldn’t find Muthu and had hung the food carrier on a pole near the cattle shed. She then asked him if he had looked inside the enclosure. To that, the farmhand replied that there was no one in the enclosure and that he had shut the sheep in and latched the gate on the outside before he left. Usually, Muthu went to the enclosure to sleep only after the eight o’clock siren was sounded at the local municipal building.

Muthu’s mother too was annoyed at his behaviour: ‘Can’t a man return home at the appropriate hour? Look at that poor little boy. He is staring at the path eagerly waiting for his father. Can’t he come back to at least look at the kid’s face before he sets off again? He has really become uncontrollable.’

But Poovayi retorted, ‘Well, you will say all this now, but when you see him, you go quiet.’

Ponna found all of this rather amusing. Their father, on the other hand, said, ‘Where can he go? He must be sleeping in some hideout of his. He will wake up and return home. Stop worrying.’

But when Muthu did not return home in the morning, Poovayi went to Mettukkaadu herself to look for him. The makeshift latch the farmhand had put on the outer side of the gate was still intact. No one had cleared the cow dung in the enclosure. When they saw her, the sheep started bleating non-stop. The dog had not been tied up inside, and was roaming all over the fields. ‘Even this dog is more responsible than this man,’ Poovayi ranted. ‘How could he stay away leaving all these sheep uncared for? Anyone could come and just herd the entire flock away. That is definitely going to happen one day, and that’s when he will mend his ways.’

Poovayi emptied the previous night’s food from the carrier into the dog’s bowl. The dog came running to her and stood by, wagging its tail. They only fed the dog once a day: at night. Otherwise, it fended for itself, hunting rats in the fields. Days like this, when it got to eat leftovers, were lucky days for the dog. ‘From now on, I should just tie him up like a dog and feed him,’ she vented as she walked back home. But her ranting did not stop; it only got worse as the day progressed. Ponna was really irritated. In her view, everyone knew what her brother was like. He would wander around here and there and would return for sure. Where else would he go? She spent her time playing with her brother’s son, Murugesan. Kali had not sent her to her parents’ home for two years. Somehow this year he agreed not only to visit this place but to go to the festival as well. Now he had even sent word to her asking her to stay here for a week. All of this made her very happy. She believed that the deity had definitely granted her wish. But she was discomfited thinking about how she would tell Kali about the night at the festival and how she would look him in the face. So she welcomed the prospect of spending another week here.

Ponna and her sister-in-law Poovayi had stopped talking to each other four or five years ago. It had happened during one of Ponna’s visits. Murugesan must have been a year or a year and a half old then. Muthu had got married two and a half years after Ponna, but he and Poovayi already had a child, a boy, while Ponna was still praying and appealing to various deities for a similar blessing. During that visit, she had been playing with the dog as she always used to do in those days. She chased around little lambs. She was like an excited little girl who could not stay put even for a little while. But that was how Ponna always was whenever she came to her mother’s house. She was full of excitement and she did not do any household work. Even her mother would scold her, ‘She falls sick as soon as we ask her to do any work.’ But nothing bothered Ponna.

Poovayi, who was then handling an infant, was annoyed at Ponna’s behaviour. She said in the course of some exchange, ‘If you’d had children at the right time after your marriage, you would by now have one holding your hand and one on your hip. You wouldn’t have had the time to be goofing around like this.’

Ponna replied, laughing, ‘Even if that was the case, I would still be just the same when I come to my mother’s.’

And Poovayi said sharply, ‘Only if that mentality changes will you be able to conceive, let me tell you.’

Ponna was deeply offended by this remark. ‘You are being nasty to me because you were able to conceive? Why do you worry? I am quite happy that I don’t have to clean piss and shit all the time.’

They had stopped talking to each other on that day. They did not even look directly at each other. Even now Ponna found Poovayi’s words and behaviour very annoying.

Their father went to Mettukkaadu looking for Muthu. When he peeped into the sheep enclosure, he saw that Muthu’s slippers were lying there, trampled by the sheep. When he walked inside, he found Muthu lying on the cot. He woke him up and brought him back home. Muthu quietly followed him. His eyes were bloodshot. Thinking that he was intoxicated, his father scolded him all the way home. Muthu said nothing in response.

But as soon as she looked at her brother, Ponna realized it was not drunkenness. He had not slept all night. His eyes were swollen. She sensed that something was wrong. He sat down on the cot laid in the shade of the portia tree. She sat next to him and asked, ‘What happened, Anna?’

He did not lift his head. She saw the wounds on his body.

‘You are swollen all over,’ she exclaimed. ‘Whom did you fight with? Who beat you up?’

His father had not noticed the swellings. So he was saying, ‘He must have been lying about on the ground or on the rocks, this dog! Who is going to beat up this spineless creature?’

But Poovayi came running to Muthu and gently ran her hand over his body. ‘This is swollen so badly!’ she said and ran back into the house. When he saw everyone fussing over him and getting agitated, he started crying. He could not control himself.

Ponna shook him by the shoulder and said, ‘What happened, Anna? Tell me!’

He said, crying, ‘Your husband now knows everything, Ponna.’

Ponna was shocked. ‘Does that mean he did not know anything until now?’ she shouted.

Muthu remained silent. Ponna ran to her mother and asked the same thing. She too hesitated to reply, but she tried to manage the situation: ‘It was all your mother-in-law’s idea. She told us she had told him and there was no problem.’

Ponna could see it all very clearly now. Kali had not consented to this plan. When he had sat in the shade of the tree, eating snacks, her mother had not let her have a quiet moment with Kali. She had kept calling Ponna to do this and that. Ponna had not got to speak to him that day. She had been too embarrassed to ask directly, ‘Can I go?’ And she had thought he was also too embarrassed to tell her directly that she could go. When he had said to her, ‘Go. We can manage,’ he had only referred to her going to her mother’s home. But she had taken his ‘We can manage’ to be his indirect way of agreeing to the plan. Her brother had also said to her, ‘I explained to Kali that this was a religious matter and I got him to agree.’ It had all been a lie.

Now Ponna was frantic, wondering what might have transpired once Kali found out. She shook Muthu and said, ‘Tell me! Did you go there to hit him?’

Muthu replied, still in tears and whimpering, ‘It was he who hit me.’ And then he told her everything, from Kali leaving from the coconut grove late that night, Muthu discovering that only the next morning, Kali finding out everything and then going to his barnyard and trying to hang himself, Muthu paying Kali a visit the day before, Kali hitting him—everything.

‘My husband tried to hang himself!’ Ponna cried. ‘You wretched people! You all have led me to this place. You have betrayed me! Couldn’t you have told me that he did not consent to this idea? For how long have you been scheming to ruin my life? I knew my husband well, but I believed you. How was I such a fool! Ayyo! How he must have suffered! What all must have gone through his mind!’ Ponna wept, beating her chest.

Then she turned on Muthu, screaming, ‘You motherfucker! You told me you explained to him that this was a religious matter and secured his permission. How could you lie to me like that! Did you hope that if both of us died you can take over our lands, you wretched motherfucker?’ She hit him on his face with both her hands.

Muthu lowered his face and submitted to the blows on his head. Poovayi strove to prise Muthu and Ponna apart, saying, ‘He is a man, you can’t hit him like this! We have suffered enough ever since you got married.’

But Muthu said, ‘Let her hit me. I deserve this and more. You hit me, girl, go ahead.’

Suddenly, Ponna spoke as though she had entered a trance. ‘If you are capable of tricking me and betraying me this way, you are also capable of poisoning me to death because you have an eye on my inheritance. From now on, I have no father or mother, no sibling, nothing to call my maternal home. I will not drink even a drop a water from this house ever again. None of you should visit even if I die. If anyone dies here, you should not send for me. I say this with goddess Kooliyatha as my witness. None of you should visit me ever—not even to catch a glimpse of my face. I cast you all away like spit from my mouth. I shall never take you back!’

Then she spat on the ground forcefully. Her mother screamed, ‘Ponna! What are you doing?’

But Ponna gathered some soil from under the portia tree in both her hands and flung it in the direction of the house. Without another word she turned and raced along the narrow path that led away from the house.
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SEVEN

Ponna ran quite a distance, slowing down only when she was on the elevated mud road. Now she thought she only had herself to blame. How could I have allowed myself to be fooled by my mother-in-law, my mother, my brother? There was no way Kali could have given his permission in so many words. That was out of the question. But, in that case, she could at least have asked him directly. On the other hand, she had not expected everyone to conspire in this manner. If he was the kind of man who would agree to such an idea, he would have done that much sooner. He wouldn’t have taken two years. Her mother-in-law and mother had suggested it two years ago. But Kali did not speak to Ponna about it right away. He took his time in broaching the subject with her. During an intimate moment he had asked, ‘Will you go to the festival like they are suggesting?’ Considering their emotional state in those days, she had said, ‘I will go if you want me to.’

Kali had not been able to digest that response from her. She had had to console him with all kinds of explanations. After that, he went silent every time the topic came up. And she wanted to be careful, because if she brought it up too often he might construe that she indeed desired to go to the festival. Eventually she stopped talking about it. In fact, she avoided even mentioning visiting her parents’ village, fearing it would somehow lead to the dreaded topic of the festival. However, this year, Muthu had visited them and insisted that they go to her parents’ home—but even then she had no idea that they had all been planning everything on the sly. Later, she assumed that Kali may have softened his resistance to the idea over the past two years and thus might have eventually agreed to the plan. After all, not a day went by without the question of their childlessness coming up in conversations. Kali might have shut himself up in the barnyard to avoid seeing people, but people were not going to leave him in peace.

In fact, it had happened two months ago on this very road she was now walking on. Kali had herded the sheep up the path and was standing about when Vavuthupaattar came along. Vavuthupaattar had been taking his cows back from grazing, and he stopped to chat with Kali, rubbing his belly as he spoke. Usually, Kali would find some way to wriggle out of a conversation if anyone stopped to chat with him. But it was dusk and the sheep were still grazing about lazily. They always grazed happily until it grew pitch-dark, and Kali did not want to spoil their meal by leaving right away. So he stayed put and gave clipped responses to the old man’s questions. The other man’s cows too settled down to graze alongside the road. He loosened the rope he held in his hands, allowing them a bit of leeway. The conversation somehow turned to the man’s groundnut crop not having done well the year before.

‘What can I do, Kaliyappa?’ he said. ‘The seed looks fine, but it doesn’t seem to sprout. You know the man from Selloor whom I hired to plough the fields? His plough was a rather small one, so he ended up doing some shallow ploughing. So all the seeds stayed close to the surface and dried up in the heat. That was why nothing grew. What could I do? This is just like your situation. You and Ponna are both perfectly healthy. You look as robust as a strong palmyra tree. But nothing seems to work out for you two. Don’t get disheartened if your plough is too small. Just plough hard and sow it deep. Let’s see if that works.’ And he walked away, chuckling to himself.

That night, Kali had narrated this incident to Ponna. She had said, ‘We are trying to distance ourselves from all these despicable people. But they somehow seek us out and torment us.’ They had endured several such insults. So Ponna had thought these experiences had perhaps changed Kali’s mind and he had eventually agreed to the plan.

Ponna was amazed at how much Kali could keep to himself. He had tried to hang himself! What would have happened to her if he had indeed succeeded in his attempt? She was entirely dependent on him, but he seemed to have not spared her a thought. And that was a sign of how angry he was. When Seerayi had said to him once, ‘No one else will know about it. Just the four of us,’ he had retorted, ‘That might be true, but you see, my heart knows. It will keep asking me about it. What do I tell my heart?’ That was his approach to things. He always wanted to keep Ponna right beside him. Whenever she went to her mother’s place, he followed her within a day. Or he would send for her, saying there was a lot of work for her to do in the barnyard.

Her mother, Vallayi, had once remarked, ‘I have never seen a husband like him! Imagine how much more he would pamper you if you give him a child or two!’ To which Ponna had said, laughing, ‘That’s where you are wrong. If I had given him children, he would have directed all his love towards them. It is just as well that we don’t have any.’ He was so devoted to her.

As soon as she arrived at the farmstead, she would fall at his feet, she said to herself. Would he believe her if she told him that she too had been tricked, that she had not been privy to the plan? He was not a cruel man, was he? The mud road was quite smooth at this point. On either side, trees and shrubs grew and thrived. She could hear little rustlings here and there but she did not pause to linger. The people she passed by on the road were either herding sheep or taking their cows and oxen back home. She did not stop to chat with anyone, but those who saw her rushing down the road talked among themselves: ‘Wonder why Ponna is in such a hurry. She is coming back from her village, but she hasn’t even combed her hair. And she is wearing an old, faded sari, and she seems to be in a tearing rush.’

Seerayi spotted Ponna when she turned from the road and walked into the fields. She called out to Ponna, but Ponna ignored her and ran towards the barnyard. Seerayi discerned that Muthu must have informed Ponna of everything. She was now terrified. Kali had beaten Muthu to a pulp. What would he do with Ponna? The day before, after Muthu had left, Seerayi had said to Kali, ‘He loves you. How many people are lucky enough to get such a brother-in-law? He comes rushing here as soon as we send for him. He wishes you well. And you hit him like that! Have you gone mad?’ But Kali did not respond. Seerayi was also scared that if she said too much, his wrath might fall upon her. So she didn’t say anything further. At night, she called him for dinner, and he ate. No conversation. In the morning, he did some chores. He cleared out the dung, but he took a lot longer than usual. She even wondered if he was playing with the balls of dung. But she was happy that at least he was engaging himself in some work.

Seerayi ran after Ponna. The barnyard gate was open. Ponna ran in, calling out, ‘Maama . . .’ She noticed the severed branch of the portia tree lying outside and the vacant spot on the tree where the branch should have been. She quickly guessed how things must have unfolded. She also realized that had Seerayi not been in the barnyard at the right time, Kali would be dead now. At first, she could not find him anywhere, but then she spotted him standing in the northern corner, brushing his teeth with a twig and staring at some crows cawing at a distance. She ran to him and held his feet in her hands. He did not respond to Ponna’s endearments. ‘Maama!’ she cried. ‘I did not know. They told me you had agreed to it. I did not know how to ask you myself. I did fear that they might lie to me. And they did! They lied to me. They have ruined my marriage. I am definitely in the wrong. Kill me. Punish me however you want. Why should you die? What were you about to do?’

A crow cawed non-stop. But through that ruckus she thought she heard him say, ‘Yes, innocent little whore.’

She calmed down and looked at his face. It was absolutely impassive. He was staring somewhere into the distance, completely disengaged from the situation at hand. ‘Maama, please say something,’ she pleaded. ‘Please hit me if you want.’

He casually released himself from her hold. Walking over to the corner, he split the twig into two and started cleaning his tongue. Then he coughed up his phlegm and spat it out. After that, he gargled and rinsed his mouth with some water from the pot. Seerayi stood in the shade of the portia tree. Ponna walked closer to him and said, ‘Please don’t be like this, Maama. Why did you try to hang yourself? Please don’t even think that way again. You used to be so sociable and happy. But you confined yourself to the barnyard. I thought I could remedy that. That’s why I went. But I would not have gone if I had known you did not agree to it, would I? They have fooled you, and they have fooled me too.’

When he finished gargling, he turned around. And Ponna thought she heard him say something.

She did not hear it clearly, but reading this lips, she inferred what he had said: ‘Whore.’ He had called her a whore. She knew that when his mind spoke, his lips moved without making the sounds. Often, by reading his lips, she could tell what was going on in his mind. She was quite certain of what he had just said. He had called her that. It was definitely that word. She walked after him, saying, ‘What did you say? You called me that, didn’t you? Say it to my face. Your lips moved, you said that word, I heard it. You called me that. How could you?’ And she grabbed him by the shoulder and demanded a reply. He tried to release himself from her hold, gently at first. But she held his shoulder firmly. So he used all his strength and pushed her away. It sent her staggering to a side and she fell down.

Seerayi came running to her, lifted her up, and asked, ‘What did he say?’

‘Your son called me a whore,’ said Ponna. ‘Tell me, am I a whore? All of you have managed to get me a new title. Damn you!’ And sobbing, she began beating herself hard on her forehead.
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EIGHT

Now things were such that it fell to Seerayi to take care of both Kali and Ponna. She could never have anticipated that her plan would lead to such a situation. She had thought that Kali would be angry for a few days and then calm down. She also found herself being very active suddenly. Until now, she had lived a rather relaxed and uninteresting life—going to work in other people’s fields when needed, cooking Kali’s favourite dishes, gossiping and chatting with people, cooking a little something for herself every day. But now, suddenly, she had taken on a lot of responsibility. She believed, however, that this was temporary, that both Kali and Ponna would soon be all right.

Kali had simply stopped speaking. She teased him once, ‘Did I give birth to a mute son?’ He did not respond to that. As for Ponna, whenever Seerayi tried to talk to her, she would start weeping. Seerayi was shocked when she found out that Ponna had ritually severed all ties with her family. On Thursday, when she went to the market, she paid a visit to Ponna’s parents in Adaiyur. All of them looked really miserable. In fact, they even hesitated to give her a glass of water. That’s when she found out that Ponna had sworn, with the goddess Kooli as witness, to cut off ties with her family—even throwing a handful of earth at the house to solemnize the oath. After hearing that, Seerayi did not even drink water there.

‘I can’t even give a glass of water to you!’ cried Vallayi.

Seerayi did not know how to comfort Muthu. How badly Kali had hit him the other day! In this peasant community, when things got physical between brothers-in-law, it sometimes ended in murder. But here was Muthu, bearing it all silently. And Ponna had broken her ties with such a family? Seerayi had a hard time digesting that.

Ponna’s family were pretty much the only relatives Seerayi had. She relied on them. Kali’s father too had been an only son to his parents. If he had had brothers and sisters, Kali would have had uncles and aunts and all those relatives. But for three generations, his side of the family had just one son. So they did not have a lot of relatives. There were some close kinsmen in the village, but they were only bound by their clan identity. Some seventeen or eighteen families. She had to reach out to them for anything and everything. And they showed up out of a sense of duty, not love.

As for Seerayi’s side of the family, she was not really in touch with anyone any more. Things soured when Kali married Ponna. Those relatives had expected Kali to marry a girl from one of their families, and they did not like that Kali married from outside the clan. Before Ponna entered this family, Kali’s uncles on Seerayi’s side of the family would visit them at least once a month with their wives and children. They would cook and eat chicken and spend at least two days with them. In fact, this continued for a while even after Kali married Ponna. Once, Seerayi’s younger brother had come for a visit. He was sporting large gold ear studs, and he wore his hair in a bun-like knot just above his nape like women usually do. He had brought his third daughter with him. Ponna took a deep dislike to that man. He stayed in the barnyard and ordered them about. They had to kill a chicken, cook chicken kuzhambu and paddy rice for him. And when they left, they took a rooster with them.

And just fifteen days after that, Seerayi’s other brother and his two sons landed up. That brother constantly stared at Ponna. She found his relentless gaze very troubling, but she knew that if she shared that observation with Kali, he would not take her seriously. He would flippantly reply that that was how men looked at women. They had to cook chicken and rice for these guests as well. And then they left, they too took a chicken with them. Ponna remarked, as if addressing the chicken that was hanging from one of the boys’ hands, ‘Look at its thieving gaze. It happily ate a whole measure of rice and still looks greedy. I feel like burning its eyes with a firebrand.’ Seerayi’s brother rushed away, looking sheepish. He never visited them again. It bothered Ponna that they never brought any gifts when they visited. They knew that their sister Seerayi was a widow who had raised her son all by herself. They could have helped her out if they’d wanted to. But no. They just visited whenever they felt like it, stuffed themselves happily, and left.

What did they need such relatives for? When Ponna had brought this up with Seerayi, the old woman said, ‘Brothers will always visit their sisters. And when they do, we can’t send them away empty-handed.’ To this Ponna had replied, ‘Why not? They don’t seem to care about coming empty-handed to their elder sister’s house, do they?’ Seerayi brushed it aside, saying, ‘We don’t depend on their largesse, do we? They have children. Let them enjoy the gifts we give them.’ In Ponna’s view Kali was generous to a fault. ‘How can we not be gracious to our guests?’ he would say. Ponna did not mind their visiting, but she could not tolerate how they ordered everyone about, and demanded that a chicken be caught and cooked. Although Ponna was irritated by all this, she let it be, waiting for a chance to do something about it someday soon.

Sometime later, the uncle with the head-knot came by again, this time with one of his sons. Ponna was alone in the barnyard that day. Seerayi was in her house in the village. Kali was away on the mud path, herding sheep. Ponna just said, ‘Come,’ and carried on with her chores in the cattle enclosure. The uncle lay down on the cot in the shade of the portia tree. His son was around fourteen or fifteen then. He said to Ponna, ‘Father wants us to catch a nice, young chicken, one that hasn’t laid eggs yet.’

That sent Ponna into a rage. ‘Father and son have arrived here empty-handed. He is coming to see his elder sister, isn’t he? Can’t he bring a chicken and five measures of rice? Do you think we are growing rice in our fields here? Are we doing wetland farming here? All right, you two, father and son, just lie about in the shade of the three. And let us wait for it to rain, so that the well fills up, so that we can plough the fields, irrigate them, plant the saplings and harvest a rice crop. Be patient until then and go lie there in the shade of the tree!’ She added, ‘These people come once a month without fail to eat rice and chicken.’ And then she spat. ‘Thoo!’

By the time she finished cleaning the sheep enclosure, the visitors were gone. Ponna did not tell Seerayi and Kali about this visit. When the uncle’s wife ran into Seerayi in the market one day, she said, ‘Why is your daughter-in-law so arrogant?’ But she did not explain further. She only called Ponna names. When Seerayi returned home, she asked Ponna, ‘Did the first thambi visit?’ referring to the older of her two brothers. Ponna said, ‘First thambi who?’ When Seerayi replied, ‘My first thambi. Who else?’ Ponna said, ‘How would I know?’ She never told Seerayi about the visit and what had happened. She counted on the fact that the visitors couldn’t really tell people what Ponna had said to them. It would be a disgrace to them. Besides, people might say Ponna was right in saying what she had. But Seerayi was confused. Ponna just said, ‘They might have dreamed that they visited here. What did they say I told them in their dream?’ And Kali had laughed.

But the visits stopped. Kali then said to her one day, ‘You have performed some trick and have put an end to my uncles’ visits.’ Ponna knew that Kali too was not happy about their just dropping by to stuff themselves. She said to him, ‘I asked why they couldn’t bring a chicken with them. Then I asked them to wait till I grow some rice in our fields for them to eat.’ Kali burst out laughing. Those relationships pretty much ended at that point. Seerayi was quite unhappy about that at first, but she soon came to feel that it was good in a way that those visits had stopped.

And now, Ponna had thrown a handful of earth at her own father’s house and broken her ties with them. Would she change her mind and reunite with her family? Besides, once the severing was done in this way, with god as witness, it was not easy to take it back. Since Ponna had invoked the goddess Kooli, both families would have to go together to the temple, offer pongal and arrange for a ritual wash for the deity. Only then would the curse end. Until that came to pass, the families could not accept even a glass of water from each other’s houses. And they were not supposed to even talk to one another.

Seerayi said to Ponna’s parents, ‘She did this in anger. Let us not stop talking to one another. Kooli is our goddess. She won’t harm us. All right, we shall let it be for a little while. Things will change. Time heals. We can resume our relations. We don’t have any other relatives besides you. Let us refrain from exchanges and visits for now. You were only trying to implement my idea. You had their well-being at heart. But those two asses don’t understand that now. Though they will, one day. Then she will have to come to you. It will happen. It is not like there are a thousand relatives vying with each other to invite these two to their homes. They only have you. They will have to come around. Don’t worry. We all acted together. Now let us hope things go well and a new life forms in Ponna’s womb. Everything will become all right then.’

Seerayi did not ask Ponna about her decision. But she told Kali about it. She said to him, ‘They are her own family. Her own father’s home. She has cast them all away and has ritually severed her ties with them. If she was guilty in this matter, would she have done that?’

But he said nothing in reply.

‘I might as well speak to rocks and sand and trees. What is the point in telling you anything? If you had any siblings, you would know what a painful situation this is. But you were born a singleton, you grew up alone, you live alone!’ And she started a lament:


I don’t have a son

I don’t have a daughter

I have no one to call my own

When I die, when I die

I have no one to carry my body



Wanting to express his irritation at this dirge, Kali picked up a club and hit the ox brutally on its back. He had never hit the animal before. The beast was utterly taken aback by this attack and ran around the cattle shed in fear. This sight brought to Seerayi’s mind the way Kali had beaten up Muthu. She stopped singing her dirge and numbly sat as Kali continued to hit the ox.
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Ponna felt like everything sort of came undone the moment Kali called her a ‘whore’. She had nothing more to say to him. How could he call her that? ‘We have been married for twelve years. How can you not understand someone with whom you have spent so many years?’

But Kali had used the word against her once before. In the early days of their marriage, Kali came to the house in the village for his dinner every night. And there he would spend some time with Ponna. Later in the night, he would wake up and return to the barnyard. Before leaving, he would wake Ponna up, so that she could latch the door. But this didn’t last long. He started spending his nights in the barnyard. And so Ponna would carry dinner for him there. On some nights, he asked her to stay over. At other times, he walked back to the house in the middle of the night and knocked on the door.

Ponna now surmised that even on that night, the night of the festival, when he went out to drink with Muthu, he must have woken up in the middle of the night, thinking of her. In fact, she remembered that earlier that day, all his looks and comments had been very lustful. Had they been in their own barnyard, he would have taken her into the hut. There was no way of knowing when he would want her. On days when he got drunk, he definitely needed to be with her. It could be at any stage of intoxication. Sometimes he dozed off when he was drunk, but he woke up suddenly and came looking for her. No matter what hour of the night and how drunk he was, she never said no to him. He knew the days she was menstruating, because those were days of great sadness for them. On those days, she carried her clothes to the barnyard to wash. He looked at these clothes with much sorrow and yearning. It was hard to tell if he was sad because her menstruating meant she was not pregnant or because it meant he could not have sex with her. He had to sleep with her at least twice every week. Based on his actions and the slant of his talk during the day, Ponna would guess whether he would come to her that particular night. But there were also times when she was not able to guess right. He was very loving towards her, and he also treated her with importance, with great kindness.

One day he asked her, ‘How come you never take the initiative and come to me first?’

She said, ‘Women cannot do that, can they?’

He replied, ‘But women too must need it, don’t they? You are not a piece of wood. I can tell by the way you are embracing me now how much you want me.’

Later one night, he was lying on the cot after eating his dinner in the barnyard. She picked up the food carrier. ‘So I will get going then . . .’ she said meaningfully, dragging the end of her sentence.

‘All right, go,’ he said, and looked at her.

She walked closer and sat down on the cot. Then she held his lips firmly in her hand and kissed him deeply. He embraced her and said, ‘Ah! You mean “get going” in this sense!’ That night, she had taken charge. At the end when she lay exhausted and happy, he embraced her tightly and whispered in her ear, ‘Where were you hiding all this desire all these days, you whore!’

When she heard that word, she pushed him away. She was upset. He had tried his best to console her. ‘You can’t take these things literally. I said it endearingly, in a moment of passion.’

‘Still. How can you call me that?’ she said, and wept.

He said, cajoling her, ‘When a husband and wife fight in the village, you know the sort of things they say. The husband calls his wife a whore who sleeps around. And the wife tells the husband he is the one who goes to prostitutes. But the very next day they are going about laughing and talking with each other. They said all those things just the day before, and the entire village heard that. But none of it matters the next day. I called you that with affection. Please don’t be so upset by it.’

But she was not placated by his words. ‘All that is fine,’ she said. ‘But you called me that on the one day I initiated things.’

He said, ‘You know how my grandmother affectionately addressed young women? “Ey, whore!” But it was said with love. And this was meant the same way.’

But Ponna would not relent. ‘Old women say all sorts of things. We can’t go by that.’

Then he found a better way to argue his case. ‘One day you said to me, “You motherfucker! Nothing will satisfy you. You need a body like a rock!” The other day you called me an ox that greedily munched its fodder from its basket. You have called me all sorts of things. Have I ever been upset with you for any of that?’ This consoled her a little. Then he said to her, ‘From now on, I won’t go to you until you call me.’ Ponna thought he might not be able to keep to his words for too long. She thought he would come to her at night and knock on the door. But he didn’t. That month when she washed and hung a piece of her sanitary cloth to dry, he asked sadly, ‘So it happened this month too?’

And she replied, laughing, ‘Of course. It won’t come only if you come to me!’

After that, she had to make the first move. He was very adamant, but he was also careful not to use that word again. Abashed, she was never again as forward and forceful as she had been that night. But there was a big difference between his use of that word on that night and his use of that word now. The first time he called her that, he was affectionate and commending her for expressing her desire. But when he called her that now, it was a slur. And he didn’t even have to say it out loud. He managed to communicate it to her with just the movement of his lips. No. He was saying it in his mind, but unbeknownst to himself, his lips betrayed his thought.

Ponna would wonder: ‘Did I stand in the streets of Karattur, soliciting clients? Did I wave to men and invite them to sleep with me? Or did I go looking for other men at nights, like some women in the village secretly do? Have I ever gone anywhere without his knowledge? They all came up with the plan, they told me he had agreed to it, and they sent me there.’

Even there, all faces appeared to her like Kali’s. She could not keep his face away from her mind and look afresh at the crowd. That was how strongly Kali’s face was imprinted in her mind. No other man’s face would stick in her mind. When she had once found out that Kali had been to this same festival night with Muthu sometime before she married him, he was able to console her. And that was because of the strength of her love for him. When we love someone, we become blind to their faults. Even if we do notice those faults, even if they are really big faults, we brush those aside easily, as if we are pushing aside our hair when it falls over our foreheads. How is it that Kali did not love her in that same way?

Perhaps Kali wanted to brand her a whore so that he could now marry another woman? But if that was the case, why did he try to hang himself? He wanted Ponna to experience no one’s touch but his. She had realized that two years ago, the first time the topic of the temple festival came up. And it had been a frightening experience. It made her realize that it was easy to make Kali jealous and suspicious and that she had to be very careful with him. She was always able to tell his arrival at the house in the night by the sound of his footsteps. She could tell the sound of his footsteps apart from the sound of other people’s footsteps. He always placed both his feet firmly on the ground and distributed his weight equally between the two. Not everyone walked like that.

Some nights she thought she heard his footsteps. And she was ready to hear his knock on the door. But nothing would happen. Then she would hear the sound of receding footsteps. She’d come running and open the door. But he wasn’t there. At other times, she wanted to quickly open the door when the footsteps stopped right outside the door. But what if it was not him? What if it was some other man who knew that her mother-in-law slept next door and Ponna was alone in this room? Someone who knew how to imitate the sound of Kali’s footsteps? She grew very confused.

She even asked him once. ‘Maama, last night I thought I heard the sound of your footsteps. I thought of opening the door to check, but I was also scared. Then I told myself that it was perhaps a dream, and then I dozed off.’

He laughed, saying, ‘It is your imagination.’

‘Don’t lie to me,’ she said. ‘I know the sound of your footsteps. You stopped right outside the door and went away.’

‘Are you mad? Why would I go all the way home and then just turn around? Was I going to some other woman’s house that I had to worry about her husband being home? If I had come to the door, I would’ve certainly knocked and spent time with you. You are imagining things. Maybe we should go to the temple and smear some holy ash on your forehead.’

But her suspicions never went away. And all of this happened only after the topic of going to the temple festival was broached. She knew that he wanted her to be his and his alone, but still she ended up thinking that the desire for a child might have thawed his earlier reluctance. He too wanted a child very badly. It was true that the world around them was putting pressure on them, but independent of all that he too yearned for a child of his own. Whenever he saw children playing, he’d stop and watch, mesmerized. And Ponna believed that that yearning must have eventually made him agree to Seerayi’s plan. But she was wrong. What could she do now? How could she make him not see her as a whore?
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He did not even touch the food Ponna cooked for him. She found that out only two days later.

In the morning, she usually took some pap or ragi meal for him in a carrier. At night too she cooked pap or ragi meal but with some gravy. This was their long-standing pattern. On the rare occasion when she could make some special gravy dish, she cooked rice. On those days, she sent some food for her mother-in-law as well. But now, for some days since her return, Ponna did not cook anything.

Seerayi scolded her. ‘If you two just hang about doing nothing, how can I manage anything? I am not young any more, am I? I cannot take on everything. I am really exhausted. That dog! He does not respond to anything, he has gone all mute on us, as if he has swallowed a crowbar or something! I don’t know what has come over him. But if you are going to be the same way, I cannot manage. Get up and light the stove. I cannot cook for three people on top of doing all the other chores.’

In this manner, Seerayi compelled Ponna to get up and do things. And so Ponna cooked. She carried some food for Kali to the barnyard. But when she went there, she never made any effort to see if he was around. She just left the carrier in the usual spot inside the hut. The next day, however, she saw that he had not eaten the food she had left for him the previous day. She assumed that he might have got drunk the previous night and forgotten to eat, so she decided to empty the food into the wide-mouthed waste pot kept for these purposes. As she dropped the food into the pot, she realized that the pot was not empty. Reaching in to check what was there, she discovered two more balls of food in addition to the ones she had just put in. This was the food she had left for him the morning of the previous day. She did not say anything about this for two days, hoping things would change. But they remained the same. Finally, she said to Seerayi, ‘It looks like your son won’t eat food cooked by a whore. He just empties everything into the waste pot or into the dog’s bowl. From now on, you do the cooking and take the food to him. Let him eat out of his chaste mother’s hands.’

Seerayi asked her, ‘Then what did he eat for two days?’

Annoyed, Ponna replied, ‘Who knows? He must have eaten the crap lying around on the road.’

That day, Seerayi carried food for Kali. She placed the carrier in the hut, and said, ‘Listen, apparently you did not eat the food she made, so she has said she is not cooking any more. I made this food. So please don’t stay hungry. Eat this and do at least a little work in the cattle enclosure. I have been doing back-breaking work here.’ Kali resumed eating that day. Gradually, Seerayi asked Ponna to do the cooking; but it was Seerayi who continued to take the food to Kali.

Ponna, however, warned her: ‘This is a man who tried to hang himself because he thought everyone had fooled him. Now if he finds out I am the one cooking, he might accuse me again of cheating him. Then we might have to chop down another branch of the portia tree.’

Seerayi said, ‘He won’t say that. And if he does, we will worry about it then. Let him open his mouth and say something in the first place.’ Then she added, ‘If you set right the brinjal patch, we can get a few vegetables. Then we can draw some water from the well and irrigate that patch. Can you do that, please?’ She hoped that if she slowly got Ponna and Kali engaged in these activities, they might move past their current predicament. As per Seerayi’s request, Ponna went to the fields to see about the brinjal patch. She was shocked at the state of the fields. She had been coming to the barnyard regularly, but she had not really stopped to linger at the fields. Everyone else’s fields were all lush and fertile, with ragi and groundnuts thriving on them. But theirs were lying uncared for—and this left her shaken. If Kali just lay about in the barn, nothing would get done. Once the month of Aadi began and they got the first bout of rains, they should at least sow maize.

The brinjal patch was right next to the well. Just a single row. Two years ago, when Kali took one of the cows to Pazhaiyur for mating, he saw people planting brinjal in a field there. He brought some thirteen saplings back with him. They were not very hopeful about two or three of these which were really tiny. He had planted them right next to the well, since that way it would be easier to water them even in summer. It was a wide patch. While planting them, he had asked Ponna to leave a large gap between the plants. When she asked why, he only said, ‘Just do it the way I tell you to.’ Only later, when the plants grew big, did she realize why he had said that. This particular type of brinjal was called ‘cat’s head’ brinjal. Each vegetable was as big as a cat’s head. If she cooked just one brinjal, it was enough for all of them to eat. And it was really fresh and fragrant. So Ponna cooked it in various ways. She also shared the brinjals with people who visited them. Their brinjals became quite famous throughout the village, and many people started showing up just to get some.

There were also people who decided to help themselves to the vegetable without asking. So Ponna decided to sell them for one kaasu each. But no one felt like paying for it. ‘One kaasu for a brinjal?’ they would exclaim. ‘Ponna is greedy!’ Since people stopped coming for the brinjals, there was a lot left on the plants one week. Ponna harvested them and carried them in a basket to the Thursday market. And since she was selling them only for one kaasu per vegetable, they were all sold out quickly. She got a total of eight annas from that sale, which she spent happily at the same market. After that, Ponna became known in the village as the woman who sold brinjals in the market. That was because, until then, most houses had just one or two brinjal plants near their drains. Whatever grew on these plants, they used for their domestic consumption. Sometimes they might grow brinjal alongside water channels. But until then no one had allotted an entire bed for brinjals and grown so many.

For a few weeks, Ponna went to the market carrying her basketful of brinjals. Seeing her do that, some people tried to grow their own brinjals, but none of them could tend to the plants the way Kali did. Kali took great care to make sure worms didn’t attack the plants. He would carefully make sure the aphid did not take over the leaves. To prevent that from happening, Kali took some ashes from the stove and sprinkled them on the leaves of the brinjal plants. He made sure the ashes also coated the underside of the leaves. Those plants produced fruits last year and this year as well. They were still healthy and strong. He had done another thing last year. He had used two vegetables from these plants to extract seeds. To do this, he had left those two brinjals on the plant until they ripened and shrivelled. Then he plucked and dried them and extracted the seeds. This year, his plan was to plant an entire square measure of brinjals. If they had indeed done that, they might have made enough money to cover all their purchases at the Thursday market. Had he been in a good frame of mind, Kali would not have left the plants unattended. He would have tended to them and made them thrive. Now Ponna could not bear to look at the state of those plants. Even Kali would be shocked if he looked at them now. How could she make him see? It didn’t look like she would be able to accomplish that anytime soon.

Ponna worked on the brinjal bed for two days. She removed all the stalks that had dried up on top and just left the main stem and the healthy branches intact. She then plucked away all the leaves. The plants were now reduced to just the stem and stalks. She turned the soil near the roots by poking with a spade, and also mixed some dried dung manure in the soil. On the third day, she drew water from the well and irrigated the brinjal patch. It took nearly ten pots of water. Since she watered it late in the evening, the water did not evaporate soon but stayed stagnant in the water channel. After that, she just used two pots of water every day and made sure the bed was always moist. Within a week, the main stems started turning green again and even sprouted a few shoots. This work on the brinjal plants now set a routine for Ponna to go and work in the fields every day. She used the rest of her time there to do some weeding. After that, the fields looked like they were ready for action.

Despite all this, she still felt odd and unwelcome at the barnyard. Somehow she came to feel that she no longer had any relationship with that place. Everything there was his. If she touched anything there, he might get upset. He might not say anything, but he would glower at her. And she felt that his scowls had the power to reduce her to ashes. Besides, she did not carry food for him any more either. So she did not have much to do in the barnyard. She went straight to the part of the fields where the well was. If she needed to take a break, she would sit in the shade of the palai tree there. She had weeded out about ten bales of kolunji plants and set them on the rock. Someone had told her that there were people in Veyyur who would buy them for a price. But she was not sure she had the strength to take them all the way to Veyyur. Seerayi gave her an idea. They could ask Kaaraan’s daughter-in-law Vengayi to do the job, and they could give her half the profits.

From under the shade of the palai tree, she had a good view of the barnyard. She could see the entrance to the hut and the tops of bales stacked up outside. And from there the portia tree looked like a demoness. In the alley on the other side of the fence, she could sense the movement of the cows grazing. The sheep enclosure was inside the barn. In this season, it would be a better idea to place it outside, especially since one would then no longer have the additional job of clearing out the refuse. Besides, sheep droppings made for good manure. Whenever this train of thought led Ponna to wonder if those happy days in the barnyard would ever return, she grew sad and started crying.

Kali liked to set his cot in the vacant spot on the north side of the hut. Visitors to the barnyard could not spot him easily there. Walking in past the gate, one would first see the portia tree. If one walked past the cattle floor and the bales of produce stacked in the shade of the tree, one would reach the hut. Beyond that was the concealed spot where Kali liked to lie on the cot. On moonlit nights, Kali used to feel particularly aroused and lust after his wife. He wouldn’t let her out of his sight for even a minute. Lying on the cot, he would hold her in his embrace, huddling close to her as if he were a child. And he would go to sleep in that position. Even a slight movement from her would wake him up. Then he would pull her even closer. Ponna too loved embracing him that way. When she asked him, ‘What do you do on nights when I am not here?’ he replied, ‘I go to sleep thinking of you. I imagine that you are here on this cot with me. That is all I need.’

Will this barnyard turn into just a place of memories for her?
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Even though Kali could not bring himself to look at Ponna’s face, his mind kept conjuring it involuntarily. But along with that came another face, a face he could not recognize. It did not look like any of the faces he was familiar with. And this face didn’t just show up in his mind and go away. It did things. It rubbed itself against Ponna’s face. It bit her lips. It pulled away and looked at her naked body. At that point, he could not bear it any more, and slapped himself hard on his cheeks. It produced in him a rage to destroy the face that had usurped his rightful place. He also could not gather the courage to imagine the look on Ponna’s face when he destroyed that other face. Would she look happy and relieved? Or would her face be twisted in disgust?

Kali was intimately familiar with every inch of Ponna’s body. He did not even know his own body that well. There was one little lash on Ponna’s eyelids that was thick and slanting away from the other eyelashes. He sometimes held it between his lips and tugged at it. She once said to him, ‘Let me know if you want me to remove it.’

But he replied, ‘It is my most favourite piece of hair, let me tell you.’ He also liked to play with her tongue by keeping his finger on it. She would pull it in at his touch, and he would ask her to bring it out again. ‘It feels soft, like touching a snail,’ he said once.

‘See, now the snail is going into its shell!’ she said, and closed her mouth.

He loved the fine lines on her lips. He once counted them and said, ‘Fourteen.’

She said, ‘You are crazy.’

And he agreed. ‘Yes, indeed I am.’

Now he wondered if the other face might have enjoyed biting those lips, or if it might have tasted the mild sweetness of her saliva.

Whenever such thoughts took over, he felt the urge to hang himself on the portia tree again. At such moments, it took a while for the rage to subside. He reminded himself of his mother’s words to help contain his anger. Sometimes he felt it would be a lot better if he could just forget Ponna’s face. Yes, that would help. It would give him a lot of peace. But how? Could he simply command his mind to do that? Would it listen to him? There was no greater enemy than one’s own mind. It pretended to listen and understand, but then it went ahead and did just the opposite. If he asked it to forget her face, it said yes. But the next moment it presented to him an enlarged version of her face, as if projecting it on a movie screen. That would ensure he would never forget her face. There was no point in trusting one’s mind.

He also wondered how things would be if he had not come to know at all about Ponna’s visit to the temple festival. He even tried to pretend that he did not know. But whenever he said to himself, ‘She didn’t go, she didn’t go,’ his mind echoed, ‘She went, she went.’ It was true that Ponna came running to him as soon as she heard that he had tried to kill himself. She had even severed her ties with her own family. But when she came to him, couldn’t she have said, ‘Maama, it is true that I went to the festival. But I only went there to take in the sights. Do you think I am capable of thinking of any other man?’ That might have given him some relief, helped him look her in the face again. But that was not what happened. She actually confirmed that she had been with another man. She mentioned everyone who was to blame for this, but she did not say it did not happen. She could have even said in so many words that she did go. But unless she also said that she did not want to do it at all, that she had no desire to be part of this religious matter, it wouldn’t mean anything to him.

She had managed to discern that he now thought of her as a whore. She was very astute that way. Kali was a man of few words. He kept most things to himself. But she knew him well enough to read his mind. However, if that was really the case, how could she not have known how deeply he felt about that particular matter? Evidently, she had desired to kiss another face. She had clearly been eager to experience the touch of another body, to take that inside herself.

His mother told him she knew Kali had gone to the same festival before he got married. But if she had asked him not to go, he would have obeyed her, wouldn’t he? Until now, he had never disobeyed her. She had lost her husband at a young age, and she had raised him all on her own. Kali had given her his promise, and that was why he had not tried to kill himself again. Why didn’t his mother tell him long ago that she knew of his visits to the festival? Why did she wait all these years? Only because he was a man and he could do whatever he wanted. Would she have kept quiet about it had it been her unmarried daughter who had gone to the festival? His mother had suggested a second marriage to him. Why didn’t she make the same suggestion to Ponna?

Kali had been afraid Muthu might refuse to let him marry his sister. They were great friends and had done some questionable things together. So Kali worried that Muthu would judge him as unworthy of marrying Ponna. But Muthu said, ‘I don’t think I have any right to comment on that. This is all quite a part of how boys grow up. No one takes that seriously. As for my sister, she has a sharp tongue, but she is a good woman. She is very capable, she can even run a big family. All I ask is that you stay faithful to her once you marry her. I know you will, but I still want to tell you.’ Kali had kept that promise he made to Muthu. He had not violated it even once.

Muthu had once taken Kali to Chinnapallam to drink some good arrack. As they sat around drinking, a man there said, ‘They live nearby. We just need to send a word. Someone will come. The kind you want. Let me know, I can make arrangements.’

Muthu was very keen. He asked Kali, ‘What do you say? Do you want to try poratta here today?’ Muthu was, in fact, alluding to a previous conversation he had had with Kali in which he had once said, ‘I am tired of eating home-cooked food. My tongue has gone numb. I hear there is a new dish in the shops now. They call it poratta. Do you want to go try it?’ At the time Kali had replied. ‘What? Puraa kari? You mean pigeon meat?’ And Muthu had said, ‘No, no, poratta.’ They never did try that new dish. But they kept alluding to it in subsequent conversations.

Kali declined the offer. He said, ‘Ponna is enough for me. I don’t need to go anywhere else,’ and returned home. Muthu ran after him, feeling happy. He said, ‘Well, we have clearly married off Ponna to a good man.’ That made Kali wonder if Muthu had been testing him.

Once he married Ponna, no other woman’s body tempted him. That was the truth. Then what was the point in his mother bringing up his earlier visits to the festival night? Didn’t she know how faithful he had been to Ponna? And they thought he didn’t know it was Ponna’s food he was still eating. It was true that he did not want to eat anything she cooked. Only if you like a person will you also like the things they do. Initially he had resolved to himself that he wouldn’t eat food cooked by her. He stayed hungry for a few days and only drank toddy. Then his mother started bringing over the food she made. But gradually he noticed a change in the taste of the food. He had tasted his mother’s cooking since he was a child. Wouldn’t he be able to tell the difference? Besides, he was observing Ponna carefully tending to the brinjal plants. He may not have stepped outside the barn, but he still knew she was working on the brinjal patch. And soon he was served all these brinjal dishes. He knew it was all Ponna’s excellent cooking.

Ponna knew how to cook brinjals with coconut. Even his mother could not do it so well. No one could. One day she made brinjal with dried fish. It was incredibly tasty. It went very well with the pap she served. He licked it all clean. In the past two years, Ponna had got Kali hooked to the taste of brinjal. Now he wondered if she was using brinjal as a sort of message of peace. He was putting up with all this only for his mother’s sake. She was working so hard. She was at that age where she should just do a few chores and spend her time chatting and relaxing. He did not want to make her life even harder. Otherwise he would have flung that brinjal dish away.

He was thinking of leaving the fields fallow indefinitely. And also about selling off the cattle and just shutting himself up in the barn. But his mother wouldn’t let him do that. His mother and wife were working together now. Though there was a time when they were like snake and mongoose.

Sometime ago, when Ponna’s behaviour had put an end to visits from Kali’s uncles and their families, Seerayi came to hate Ponna. ‘She behaves as if she has brought a ton of wealth,’ she complained to Kali. ‘We have got a few chickens here. So what if my brothers come and eat them? What do we lose? I can always raise more chickens.’

But now the two women were close. He could see it all from the barn. They sometimes sat in the shade of the palai tree by the well, chatting away. Seerayi kept nagging him: ‘Sow maize. If you sell the sheep and cattle, what will you do for a living? You haven’t planted ragi, you have not sown kambu. Now we have to buy everything. She has broken all ties with her family, so we cannot ask them for provisions either. The three of us have to survive. Everyone in the village is asking why you have not planted anything. I don’t know what to tell them. They want to know what the problem is between you and Ponna. They even seem to know we have broken relations with your in-laws. I don’t know how these people find out everything.’

And so he relented and sowed maize. It had been two months since he had done anything. He stepped out to the fields. He did two rounds of ploughing and planted white maize in all the fields. They had now started to grow.
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Every night, Ponna hoped Kali would come to her. During the day, she sometimes took a nap in the shade of the palai tree. That afternoon nap sometimes made it difficult for her to fall asleep at night. Porasa’s children from next door often came by to play at Seerayi’s place. They were quite noisy, climbing over the raised porch, jumping from there on to the ground, and running out. Everyone in the village retired to bed once the seven o’clock siren sounded at the Karattur factory. Also, this was the season to work in the fields. People had a lot to do during the day: weeding, cutting grass, taking sheep and cattle to the pastures for grazing, and so on. The maize had been sown in Kali’s fields by now. For their meals every day, Ponna had to wake up early and pound kambu millets. Or she needed to crush ragi grains and make a pap. And since nakkiri greens were abundantly available in this season, they also cooked those.

The village grew very quiet early in the night. The crows went to roost on the trees lining the streets. Ponna could hear women calling out to their husbands and children for dinner. She could also hear people calling out to their dogs to come and eat the food they kept in bowls. Then the whimpering sounds of the infants would slowly fade. Finally, the barking of the dogs would come to an end. After that, there was only the buzzing of night insects. But that too would diminish soon. Then she would hear the hooting of hungry owls from the wild palmyra trees on the outskirts of the village. And then even those sounds would slowly end. But Ponna’s mind alone could never settle in peace at night. It listened keenly to all sounds. In particular, her ears were expectant for the sound of footsteps. Her mind and ears worked together, alert for the faintest noise. And even though her body was tired, her eyes were wide awake.

Ponna constantly chided herself for her pathetic state. He called you a whore, but here you are, yearning for him. Do you have even an ounce of pride or self-respect or shame? Sometimes she even said these things out loud to herself. That house had a large room, a veranda with a sloping roof, a raised platform out front and a small inner yard. In that spacious room were a lot of cooking pots, Ponna’s cot and a vessel to cook rice. This was Ponna’s space. Seerayi was right on the other side of the wall, in the veranda area. Kali had made this arrangement at a time in the past when the two women couldn’t get along. But when this new situation arose, Seerayi moved her cot into the large room and kept Ponna company at night. But she could not fall asleep there. She was far too accustomed to her spot on the veranda. Earlier, Seerayi was able to fall asleep anywhere, but now she was not able to sleep even in the barn. She could catch a wink only in that one spot she had grown used to. As for Ponna, she fell asleep only in the early hours of the morning. So she slept very little.

Ponna said, ‘Atthai, why are you troubling yourself, trying to keep an eye on me? I am not stupid like your son. The way I think about it is that somehow I have been born as this particular person. I have to live this life. So I won’t do anything to myself. Don’t worry. You go back to the veranda and sleep peacefully.’

That gave Seerayi some comfort and she went back to her usual spot. But sometimes in the night, she would hear Ponna scolding herself. In those moments, she would call out, ‘What happened, Ponna?’ And Ponna would reply, ‘Nothing. I heard a rat.’ Rats did show up no matter how well you maintained the house. They would scamper around, running and making noises. Sometimes, in their ruckus, little roof tiles would shift and crumble. Ponna thought her mind too was as noisy as that.

How could she expect him to come to her? Would he step inside a whorehouse? After having called her that, how would he look her in the eye? But she continued to yearn for him. And she did not know what to think of her fickle mind which continued to seek him out despite everything. Perhaps her mind hoped he would come and apologize for calling her that? Ponna even knew how his knock would sound on the door. If he came at the early part of the night when people might have just fallen asleep, he would tread softly like a cat. And he would gently rap on the door—like a rat gnawing at a piece of coconut. But if he came later, in the middle of the night, he knocked twice. It was the sound of a single knuckle tapping on the door. If he arrived early in the morning, he would use his entire palm on the door.

In these various ways, she had mapped him out as sounds in the night. Even now, she awaited his arrival. He knew that the dogs in the village would bark if he walked through the main streets. So he took a circuitous route home. That meant he would have to walk past two or three fields. He somehow managed not to alert any of the dogs on the farms on the way and slip in through the gate in the backyard fence. On those nights, she’d say to him, ‘There might be dangerous insects about in the fields. Don’t go now. Eat something and spend the night here.’ But he would reply, ‘I like it this way. I come whenever I think of you. It makes me happy.’ And she would angrily respond, ‘Does that mean you are not thinking of me all the time?’ He would laugh at this, saying, ‘I think of you all the time. But I feel this need only now and then.’ Did that mean he did not feel that need for her over the past two months? Had he forgotten her? What if he never came to her again? Was her life with him over? These anxieties kept her awake well into the night. And she did not know when she fell asleep.

He did come that night—well past midnight. She had dozed off, but she heard his footsteps. She woke up hurriedly and listened carefully. Those were definitely his footsteps—two feet planting themselves with equal force on the ground. The sound grew louder. He was climbing up the stairs out front. Then he came to a stop at the porch. And the sounds died.

He had stopped right outside, and she heard very clearly the sound of his knuckle on the door. She rose from the cot in a rush. She usually put out the lamp before going to bed and only kept a window open. But the matchbox was right next to the lamp. She lit it quickly. Then she heard the knock on the door again. It was definitely him. It was a single large door with a wooden latch. She had to press the door away from her and slowly remove the latch. Otherwise, it would make a loud noise which could awaken everyone. She could see that he was pulling the door towards him on the outside to make the task easy for her. She released the latch.

From the darkness outside, he stepped into the light. She stood with her head lowered, indicating that she did not want to look at him. He closed the door quietly. He then came closer to her right away and gathered her in an embrace. She tried to wiggle away, refusing to be contained in his embrace. ‘Come on,’ he said, and held her tighter. She stopped resisting him. He gently lifted her face up with his hand. Her tears glittered in the light from the lamp. ‘Are you angry with me?’ he said. ‘It was a mistake. I don’t know how that word came to my lips. But you sensed it right away. I will never ever call you that again.’

And she said, crying, ‘But you did say it once. What about that?’

‘For that, hit me with your own hand,’ he said, and took her hand in his and struck himself with it across his face. Feeling sorry for him, she pulled back her hand. But he held on tight and hit himself on his mouth with her hand, saying, ‘Please hit me until your anger subsides. Hit this mouth for using that word.’ His lips reddened. Scared, she pulled her hand away. Then she placed her lips on his, in an attempt to soothe them. That one touch conveyed all her yearning and suffering. He moved her to the cot.

It was a large cot made with coir ropes. Once their wedding was fixed, he had the carpenter in Anjoor make it according to the specific measurements he had given. The cot’s four legs were made of neem wood, the frame from portia wood. It was spacious enough for two people to lie down comfortably. In fact, when he got it made, Kali was too embarrassed to let anyone in the village see it. He was afraid they would tease him. So he brought it in his bullock cart one night from the carpenter’s to his barnyard. Another night, he brought it here to the house in the village. Even Seerayi teased him: ‘Why do you need such a big cot!’ But Ponna was very fond of that cot. Kali had wanted aloe coir ropes for the cot, because they were gentle on the body.

They lay down on the cot. She turned to look at him. There were tears in his eyes. She wiped them away immediately. ‘Please don’t cry, Maama,’ she said.

‘I have tormented you way too much, haven’t I?’ he said, sadly.

Weeping, she said, ‘You call me anything you want. You have the right. But please don’t abandon me. I can’t bear it.’

He pinched her cheek, saying, ‘I will never leave you alone for even a single day, my dear. And I won’t blame you for anything.’

Then she found herself trapped under him. He nuzzled his face against hers. Now she took him in fully. He was in no hurry. He gradually entered every cell of her body. And she felt him enter her.
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THIRTEEN

Ponna slept in the next morning. She did not know a new day had dawned.

Seerayi, on the other hand, woke up early and left for the fields. Her presence in the farmstead served as an incentive for Kali to engage himself in farming activities. Otherwise, he simply sat on his cot, staring at the ceiling. So she took off very early from the house, when it was still quite dark. She did not wake Ponna up. Her idea was to spend a little time in the barnyard and then return home to pick up some food for Kali. Ponna would be up and about by then and she would have also made some food. Porasa, who lived next door and was struggling to handle her children, was quite jealous of Ponna. Once she even said out loud that Ponna was living an enviable life. After all, Ponna didn’t have to do any work. She just had to do some cooking, eat it, and go sit in the fields for a little while. ‘What a lucky life,’ thought Porasa.

She expressed her envy to Seerayi, who happened to walk by her house that morning. ‘Are we all lucky enough to sleep well past daybreak? We have given birth to little children and so we have to run after them. But some people are still sleeping!’ Saying this, she subtly pointed towards Ponna’s house. Seerayi smiled but kept on walking. She was scared of Ponna’s sharp tongue. If she said anything in response to Porasa’s remark now, she knew it was likely to reach Ponna’s ears soon. Porasa, however, was hoping Ponna would step out soon and she could make some sarcastic remark about the day just dawning for Ponna. But Ponna did not give her that satisfaction. So Porasa had to leave for the fields, her wish unfulfilled.

It was late in the morning when Seerayi returned home. The night before, Ponna had cooked some pap with nakkiri greens. She wondered if Ponna was going to offer her the leftovers with curd or if she had cooked something fresh. But she found Ponna’s door closed, and she panicked, thinking Ponna might have done something to herself. None of the neighbours were around; they had all left for the day’s work in the fields. Seerayi banged on Ponna’s door with great urgency and panic, calling out, ‘Ponna! Ponna!’

Ponna heard that voice as though it was part of her dream. Kali has come to me after so long. Why is this old hag bothering us now? She might wake Kali up. Ponna was annoyed, and she reached over to the other side of the bed, addressing Kali, ‘Maama.’ But he was not there. When did he leave? She did not remember waking up to lock the door behind him. If it was not locked, Seerayi wouldn’t be knocking now. Even though all these thoughts raced through her mind, she still couldn’t open her eyes. She just mumbled ‘Mmm’ in response.

Seerayi was relieved to hear that. She then called out more forcefully, ‘Ponna!’

That made Ponna sit up with a jolt. She rubbed her eyes and opened them a little. At first, she thought it was still dark. Then, as she opened her eyes some more, she saw daylight streaming through the gaps between the roof tiles. Seerayi was still knocking at the door. Ponna responded, ‘I am coming, Atthai.’ So Seerayi stopped knocking and waited for Ponna to open the door. Inside, Ponna stood up, holding on to the cot for balance. Did Kali suck away all her energy the night before? Her sari was not even a little out of place, but she did not remember tying it back up in the night. Did Kali really come to her? She felt dizzy. She thought she would collapse even if she dared to take just one step forward. She continued to hold on to the cot and extended her arms to brace herself against the wall. Then she walked forward, one hand on the wall for support. She could see that daylight had now spread all over the house. How did Kali leave and manage to latch the door on the inside? The latch looked like it had not been disturbed at all. She opened it with much effort.

When she opened the door, the brightness of the day hit her with a force that unsettled her. She held on to the door to keep her bearings. Seerayi rushed in, saying, ‘Ponna! What happened?’ She helped Ponna stand up. But Ponna was not able to express how she was feeling. She just wanted to go and lie down again. So she walked back to the cot with Seerayi’s help and lay down on it. Seerayi placed her hand on Ponna’s forehead to see if she had a fever. But no.

Ponna asked her in a soft voice, ‘Where is your son?’

Seerayi said, ‘Where else? He is in the barnyard, he has become one of the cattle.’

Ponna asked hesitantly, ‘So he didn’t come here?’

Seerayi said, ‘Why would he come here? Wait. Let me heat up some water for you. Looks like you are not well.’ And she went to light up the stove. Ponna was feeling better now that she was lying down with her eyes closed.

Kali had come to her for sure. Otherwise, why would she feel this massive physical exhaustion and body ache? He had come and released two months of pent-up desire on her. He had been with her in the night. Why else would her body feel this way? Kali expressed his passion in various ways. He had once explained, ‘One day, it is the toddy from aamaram tree. It goes straight to the head. Another day, it is toddy from the pommaram tree. It is sweet and it takes its time to hit you. If it is toddy tapped from the tender spathe, it has absolutely no effect. But if it is from the mature spathe, all you need to drink is one glass.’ Sometimes, when he was like the toddy from aamaram tree, he was so overcome with desire that he had no control over himself. He would even forget that it was a body he was dealing with, a body with bones and muscles. He would treat her body like the folded veshti he wore on his waist. He would do as he pleased with it. He’d fold her, roll her, unfold her. He wouldn’t listen to her protests. It was not easy to deal with his rough and strong hands.

Seerayi woke Ponna up again once the hot water was ready. Ponna walked outside with Seerayi, holding her for support. She then sat down and rinsed out her mouth with some warm water. She felt a bitterness coating her tongue, as though a lot of phlegm had got caught in her throat. When she took some more water in her mouth to gargle, she retched intensely. Since it caught her by surprise, she could not control herself and she lurched forward and spat it out. It fell a good distance away. And the retching did not stop. Her stomach was empty but she felt the urge to keep trying to spit something out. It was all so forceful that she felt her intestines would come out. Seerayi, who was holding her head, said, ‘Ponna! This is it for sure!’ and smiled. Ponna did not understand. She was tired and annoyed and looked up at Seerayi, who then said softly, ‘Our prayers have been answered. The deity has come into your womb now!’ Seerayi could not contain her excitement. She rushed into the house, brought some ash from the stove and, thinking of it as holy ash, made a mark with it on Ponna’s head.

Ponna was both surprised and shocked. Seerayi kept talking, ‘It has been two months since you had your menses. In fact, this is the third month. Remember? I have been keeping track of it. You have not washed and hung the sanitary cloths anywhere here or in the barnyard. I did wonder if you were drying them somewhere else out of my sight. But considering how you two have been, I was too scared to ask. But I was expecting this!’ Ponna started crying. She was not sure she wanted this. ‘Why are you crying?’ said Seerayi. ‘Everything will be all right. Don’t cry thinking of him, that dog! A child will melt even the hardest of hearts. Once you have a child, all his anger will go away, all worry and sorrow will vanish.’ Seerayi cast her gaze outside to see if any people were about. But there was no one. Then she found a piece of dried ginger she had put inside the spice box long ago and made some dried ginger concoction for Ponna to drink. It only took her a few minutes to make it.

Seerayi was overcome with excitement at this development. She said to Ponna, ‘It will be difficult for a little while with all this retching and sickness. You just have to be patient.’ She caressed Ponna’s head with great affection.

Ponna began to feel better once she started drinking the hot ginger concoction. ‘God did not give me this,’ she found the strength to say. ‘My husband gave me this. He was with me last night. He told me all sorts of things. It is he who has given me this.’ Her eyes brightened with joy.

‘All right,’ said Seerayi. ‘Your husband gave you this. He is such a paragon of generosity. He came flying to you to give you this. I won’t contradict that. We have suffered so much. But we have it now. Feel happy, don’t cry. Your maama will act funny in the beginning, but you should not let that upset you. That’s not good for the child growing inside you, all right?’ And she wiped away Ponna’s tears. She had never spoken such comforting words to Ponna before. Ponna wondered and hoped Seerayi’s words would come true, that things would change for the better, and she gently rubbed her belly.
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FOURTEEN

Seerayi was like a headless chicken that day. At first, she did not know what to focus on, what to put off for later. Eventually she decided that attending to Ponna was her first priority, so she soaked some rice for lunch. She could cook rice and lentils. Ponna would like that. But she should not crackle mustard seeds in oil for seasoning. That fragrance might be too much for Ponna right now. She decided to make some rasam as well, using a mixture of spices. She soaked some lentils in water, and then left for the barnyard, taking two balls of pudding in a carrier for Kali.

It looked as though Kali was hungry. He was pacing about, looking constantly towards the path. Did he really go to Ponna the night before? Seerayi couldn’t be sure. Did she sleep so soundly that she didn’t hear anything? She gave him the food she had brought and waited till he diluted and drank his meal.

As he mixed the curd with the pudding, he was reminded of Ponna. He could tell that this was Ponna’s cooking. He lifted the vessel and poured it directly into his mouth. Usually, when people drank water-soaked leftovers, they liked to crunch on raw onions or green chillies. Seerayi also made lemon pickle when the season was right. And just a piece of that pickle would make the meal go down smoothly. But Kali did not need any of that. Curd was all he needed. Whether it was pap or kambu meal, he would empty the curd on top of it. He already required half a can of curd just for himself. Then he would mix and liquefy the meal. The meal and the curd had to mix really well. After that, he could drink it all in one gulp.

Ponna used to say, ‘I don’t know how you drink that without adding even salt.’

He would respond, ‘If I add salt, I cannot taste the meal. The grain has its own taste. The curd too. And when they come together, they bring about a new taste. You have to experience that. It is a cultivated taste, it grows on you. After that, you need no salt in it. Or pickle on the side.’

She would also tease him. ‘I know how you drink it all in one gulp. It is all the practice you have had drinking toddy.’

He’d respond, ‘That stuff is pure nectar of the gods. Does anyone drink nectar in small, measured portions? Do you think we can resist its taste?’

‘Yes, indeed, as though you have tasted the nectar of the gods,’ she said, making a face at him.

‘Oh yes, I have definitely tasted the divine nectar. I can get it in two places.’

‘You mean palmyra toddy and coconut toddy? Or toddy and arrack?’

‘Nonsense. You seem to know nothing. Shall I tell you where? I find it in your lips and your nipples. You have the nectar right with you, but you don’t seem to know!’ And he winked.

She replied, sighing, ‘Well, I have been waiting for a child to taste that from my breasts, but it looks like I am not fortunate enough for that. If you drink it all, nothing will be left, only your own saliva.’

No matter how often he resolved not to think about her, she somehow surfaced in his mind. She was there in everything. He sighed deeply, drank the rest of the meal and wiped his mouth.

Seerayi went closer to him as if she were about to tell him a secret, and whispered, ‘All our troubles of all these years have come to an end. You have to make sure you set your mind right about things. We found out just today. Ponna is pregnant.’ Kali had been looking at her as she spoke to him, but then he lowered his head. ‘When I tell her this is a god-given child, she starts crying. She says, “My maama came to me last night. This child has been given to me by my husband.” Perhaps she dreamed of you coming to her in the night. Before last night, she wasn’t sleeping well. She would pace about like a rat. Perhaps she dreamt of you. She keeps saying you went to her last night. Did you come?’

He did not say anything in reply, but just sat there with his head resting on his hands.

‘It does not matter if it is god’s child or your child,’ went on Seerayi. ‘From now on, it is our child. How we have struggled! How many insults and indignities we have endured! How many people have been rude to us! This child has brought an end to all of that. Think about that. There are childless folk who adopt one from their relatives. But this child is ours. That Devaatha has decided to give us her blessings. So you should not do anything to ruin things now. Both my heart and my eyes had gone dry and hopeless for a long time. But today both my heart and my eyes feel like a field of lush green harvest. Let me spend the rest of my life playing with a grandchild. Please don’t spoil that.’

He continued to sit with his head lowered. She got hold of his head-knot and pulled up his head. He closed his eyes, but tears flowed from them. A beard now covered his cheeks and jaw. He had been refusing to shave. He also had thick eyebrows. His face looked like it was completely covered in hair. She couldn’t bear to look at his sad, unkempt visage. She gently tapped his cheek with her hand. ‘What’s wrong now? She says it is your child. And what a mother says about her child is the truth. It is the mother who has the final word about who the father of her child is. Ponna says it was you who gave her this child . . . Let me ask you, how do you know for sure who your father is? I tell you, “This man is your father,” and you accept it. That is all. Can anyone contradict a mother’s statement on that?’ He sat there, unable to free himself from her grip.

‘You have grown into a big man,’ she said, ‘but you are not very smart. It was all my mistake, I am a stupid widow, I let you do whatever you wanted. I should have been stricter, I should have hit you more, been clearer about right and wrong. You are still a child to me. You are the only child I have. Please listen to your mother and act properly. What have I really had in my life that I could call my own? Do I have any close relatives? Do I get to attend auspicious occasions? Wherever I go, I stay with other widows, lumped to a side. Would anyone let me take the lead in a family function? Why, do you know how much I worry even about coming here from the village early in the morning? There are people who consider the sight of a widow very unlucky as they set out for the day.’ She began to weep inconsolably. Then she said, almost in the tune of a lament, ‘When you narrate a widow’s story, even a rock would melt, even a crow would cry. If you narrate this Seerayi’s story, even this earth would dissolve, trees would weep.’ She sat down, and then continued, ‘There are people who said I was not doing the farming work properly. You set up this barn. Could I have done something like this on my own? Could I have come and stayed alone like you do? Men would roam around here like dogs. Would it have been a safe prospect for me, tell me? You know how men looked at your wife when they knew you were childless. Then imagine how they would look at a widow.’

He went back to sitting huddled.

‘You know what will happen if I leave the house in the morning and come here to the fields?’ Seerayi ranted. ‘That is when people would be setting out of their houses, walking this way to their various tasks. If I show up in front of them, they will make a face wondering why a widow is crossing their path. That is why I often stay put in the house in the morning and set out late. And once I arrive here, I stay in. Do you think this has been easy? The point of human life is to go to places where people throng, to meet people, to talk to people, to do our work in a way others can witness it. Have I been fortunate enough to have any of that? Tell me. Not a day has gone by when I have not cried thinking of my life. Wherever I go, I stand to a side, away from the action, and just make sure I go and mark my presence, that’s all.’

When he heard her voice breaking, he looked up at her. She was staring into a distance, sighing. Then she started speaking again. ‘Do you know how eager I was for you to grow up and turn my life around? What else do I have in this life? Just you. When you grew into a man, I thought you could henceforth represent me, go everywhere on my behalf, receive respect from people. But I was not lucky enough to experience that. Wherever I went, everyone only wanted to know if my daughter-in-law had conceived or not. What could I tell them? You two could not happily go anywhere either.’

He let out a deep sigh and got up. He washed his hands with some water from the large earthen pot.

She spoke louder now. ‘Wherever you two went, you either came back crying or feeling angry. You have told me so many stories of people being rude to you, insulting you. But it looks like things are meant to change for the better for me, at least in what is left of my life. Now both you and Ponna can mingle with people fearlessly, you can go to events and occasions. No one will dare say anything about you. And I can go with you too. Or I can feel happy listening to the stories you bring back with you. I think my life is really beginning only now. Please don’t ruin it.’

It looked as though Kali was unable to understand what she was saying.

‘I do know what is going on in your mind,’ she continued. ‘You are wondering how you would bring yourself to find joy in a child that is not yours. But when it comes to children, what is the point of such distinctions? Try spending time with the baby. You will know the pleasure of parenthood then. All children are given by god. It is only we humans who discriminate between ours and others’. You will change some day. And you will act according to my words. But until then, do what you can, and be good.’

Kali kept staring at her.

‘Yes,’ she said, without a pause. ‘Now we have to take care of her. We have to take good care of her and make sure the birth goes well. She has come to us, severing her relations with her parents. They can’t come here. And we cannot do anything about that when she is pregnant. So I will have to take care of everything. In the middle of all this, if you are uncooperative and you pull in a different direction, how will I manage? Tell me. I am sure that you will change your mind about things. And that both of you will go back to how you used to be—chatting and laughing and enjoying each other’s company. That day will come. Until then, engage yourself in a few tasks. There are a thousand things to do in the fields. When you are engaged in work, you won’t feel the force of your other problems. Only the person who sits in a corner, dejected, feels everything acutely. So please do the work. Don’t make a mess of things now.’

For a little while, they both sat silently. Then she washed the lunch carrier and got ready to go back home. ‘Good days have begun for us,’ she said. ‘All our hurdles are over. Everything will be all right from now. Please be smart and try to live well, my dear.’ She gently caressed his head before leaving. He sat looking at her receding figure, amazed at her speech. What clarity and force. Was this the same mother who used to be tired and listless all the time? How often had he judged her in his own mind for her lack of interest in anything? This was not the mother he knew. And when it occurred to him that until then he had never really thought about her properly, he was overcome with sadness, and he sat there on that rock for quite a while.








[image: Penguin walking logo]


FIFTEEN

When Seerayi turned away from the mud road and entered the path that led to the village quarters, she ran into Periyaan.

‘Periyaan, are you on your way to work?’ she asked him.

‘No, saami. I have a buffalo calf. I am going to get some grass to feed it.’

Seerayi said, ‘All right. I need someone to go to Adaiyur to inform our in-laws that Ponna is pregnant. Can you go? For such good news, they will reward you very well.’

‘I am happy that god has finally opened his eyes,’ he said. ‘I will go right away. What could be more important than this? Also, your in-laws are always very generous, saami.’

Seerayi immediately added, ‘On your way, if you see the midwife Thangamma on the other side of the village, can you please ask her to pay us a visit? Ponna is retching for sure. But I would feel better if the midwife comes and confirms the news.’

Periyaan said, ‘I will do that too. As for going to Adaiyur, do I wait till the midwife checks on Ponna and confirms it? What shall I do?’

‘No, no,’ said Seerayi. ‘I am very certain. You go, give them the news. And come and see me tomorrow.’ She then continued on her way home.

The door was unlocked, and Ponna was lying inside, her eyes closed. She was perhaps asleep, but it also looked like she might just be dizzy and tired. So Seerayi decided not to wake her up, and went straight to see about the cooking.

She set the rice on one stove and the lentils on the other. She wanted to get the cooking done fast, so that Ponna could eat soon. Ponna would definitely feel better as the day progressed, but she would feel stronger once she ate something. Seerayi kept feeling that everything would become all right soon. If Ponna had not impulsively severed her ties with her family, they would have rushed here in a bullock cart as soon as they got the news. But that was not possible now, but never mind. Once the child was born, the first thing they would do was go to the Kooli temple, offer pongal and revoke the ritual separation. Then things would be restored to normal. But, until then, her parents could not come here carrying parcels of food and take her to their place for the birth. Everything would have to be done right here. Seerayi realized it was all going to be a lot of responsibility for her.

Ponna’s retching would last another month or month and a half. Basically, they needed to be careful until the fifth month. Things would become smooth after that. Seerayi was recollecting the days of her own pregnancy, things she thought she had long forgotten. As she was cooking, Thangamma, the midwife, arrived. And along with her came a few old women from the village. Thangamma said, ‘Aaya, so finally god has blessed our little landlady?’ It did not seem as though there was any insinuation in what she said, but Seerayi decided to respond cautiously anyway. ‘Yes, Thangamma, she has conceived only after appealing to the goddess Kooli. But you please feel her pulse and let us know for sure.’

Pacchakizhavi and the other elderly women sat down on the raised porch. Seerayi addressed them in general, and said, ‘Come!’ Pacchakizhavi was called that—the green old woman—because of the green tattoos she had all over her. She said, ‘It was Periyaan who informed us. I had just settled down to rest after fetching some greens for the lamb to eat. But when I heard this news, I decided to pay a visit. The girl has conceived after so many years. All your bad time has now come to an end. You have seen so much suffering in your life. May it be good times at least from now on.’ All the other paattis too spoke words of blessings and wishes.

Thangamma went into the house and felt Ponna’s pulse. When the midwife’s cold hand touched hers, Ponna woke up, startled. ‘Don’t be scared. It is just me—Thanga. When you are in this state, you feel even little things very intensely. The way you shuddered awake at my touch. It is definitely that. And your pulse confirms that. A boy or a girl? What do you want? You are all landowners. You’d always want a boy.’ Saying this, the midwife laughed.

Ponna smiled and said, ‘Let it be a girl.’

Thangamma called out to Seerayi, who was sitting outside. ‘Seerayi, lady, do you want a grandson or a granddaughter?’

Seerayi replied, ‘Either is fine by me. Why worry about it? It could even be both!’

Now the paattis went into the house to see Ponna. Pacchakizhavi started singing as soon as she saw Ponna:


Look at her face, look at the face

of the pregnant woman

Look at her face, look at her face

that looks like the earth cooled by rain

The seed sown has borne its crop

Look at her face, look at her face



As she sang, she swayed her body in a kind of dance, and walked towards Ponna. She touched her face and cracked her knuckles in a gesture of warding off the evil eye. The other women blessed her, ‘May you give birth and live well.’ Thangamma said, ‘Look at the old hags dancing!’

Pacchakizhavi said, ‘Why not! If our girl Ponna is happy, so are we.’ Then she added, ‘Don’t we know the dancing you do with your husband?’

To which Thangamma replied, ‘Yes, indeed. We are newly-weds, you see. That’s why I am so excited.’

‘Oh, why do you say that? Has the milking stopped?’

‘Mhmm! What is the point in trying to milk an old cow? No matter how hard you keep pulling at the teats, you will get nothing. Only the udder keeps growing longer.’

‘You should try feeding it some fresh green grass.’

‘Where do I go for fresh grass? All I find are dried-up fields.’

‘All right, then, find a young heifer. The old one will start milking as soon the young one touches it.’

Thangamma interrupted. ‘You all might have got old, but you still talk like this!’

‘Oh! Look at what she says. So you are an innocent girl? Don’t you talk like this too?’

Thangamma made a face, and said, ‘When you grow old, that is all you can do anyway—just talk.’ She then said to Ponna, ‘Ponnu, you will continue to feel this way for one or two months. Just be patient. Later I will bring you some medicine. Just swallow that. It will help you a little.’

Seerayi brought some food on a plate and gave it to Ponna. Ponna felt that even her fingers were weak. She ate a few morsels. But more visitors arrived by then. All the people who had been on their way to the fields to cut grass and to leave the cattle out for grazing had heard the news and came over to see Ponna. Even some men stopped by to confirm the news with Seerayi. Their neighbour Porasa returned home from the fields quite late. When she saw women sitting outside her house and on her porch, she came running in panic, wondering if something untoward had occurred. When she heard the news, she rushed to Ponna and said happily, ‘Ponna! This morning you slept quite late. I kept looking towards your door. There were no sounds. I thought to myself—Ponna is lucky, she can sleep late, I can’t. And I went to the fields. If I had known this was the case, I would have come to you sooner. But I am the last one to find out, and I live next door to you!’

As people kept dropping by for a visit, the entire house brimmed with excitement. All the paattis left for their homes, but they returned later in the day and stretched themselves comfortably on the porch and spent their time chatting and gossiping. ‘Ponna!’ exclaimed one of the women. ‘Is it true that you have cut off ties with your parents? Why did you do that? Who else does a woman have besides her own parents? We are not like men, are we? We can’t go looking for toddy and wander around here and there. We take care of the house and these dry lands. Our father’s house is our only refuge.’

Seerayi told them that it was a simple misunderstanding that had led to Ponna flinging a handful of earth at her parents’ house, breaking her ties with them. ‘Apparently, her mother said in the course of an argument, “You would understand if you had your own child.” And that made Ponna angry and she acted in that way. But this is good in a way. She has conceived after so many years of marriage. If everything was well, the evil eye might fall on her. Once the child is born, we can reunite with them.’

Ponna lay listening to everything. Everyone from the village had appeared on the scene, but the man whose child it was did not come. She did not even mind the fact that no one from her family had come to visit. In a way, it was good they did not come now. If they came, it might lead to some argument with Kali and things would get worse.

But Ponna had expected Kali to come. He might not want to talk to her, but couldn’t he at least come to see her? All these years, how much they had struggled for this moment! Hadn’t this news given him at least a little happiness? What would he say? He might think that the whore was carrying another man’s child. He would say he wouldn’t touch a whore’s child. It was Kali who had come to her the night before, wasn’t it? She refused to believe that it was not him. She clearly remembered that he had arrived, she remembered the things they had talked about. If it was a dream, how could she remember everything so vividly? She had felt him entering her womb. So he was definitely the reason for her state this morning. But would he accept that?

This might be the third month, but Ponna remembered that on the night her brother Muthu had come to invite them home at the time of the festival, Kali had come to her late. Ponna had scolded him, ‘My brother is visiting you! How could you leave him in the barnyard and come to me stealthily?’

‘What do I care what your brother thinks?’ he had said. ‘I was thinking of you, so I decided to come here and give you one.’

‘All right, give it to me and leave soon,’ she had consented, and showed him her cheek. He gave her one on her cheek, and then he proceeded to her lips. And on that night, he gave it to her fully. That must be the cause. It was definitely him. He had been able to do it after so many years. Why did he not understand that?

It would have made her very happy if Kali had come to see her. Perhaps he would come to her at night the way he had done the night before?
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SIXTEEN

Kali set out very early in the morning, when it was still quite dark, taking the cow with him. It had been bellowing endlessly for two days. It needed a bull. It cried so loudly in the night that Kali was afraid it might wake up the entire village. It had also not been eating even a mouthful of food. It didn’t want to eat oil cake and bran. It just smelt the food once and moved away. The cow was clearly making a point. All it did was walk around the cattle shed restlessly. Whenever a calf or a sheep happened to pass nearby, the cow started trying to mount them. Why, it even tried to lift its front legs over Kali. He had never seen the cow so badly in heat before.

Kali was very good at recognizing when a cow started to cry for a bull. He’d know in the very first cry. When a cow made noises out of hunger or thirst, it was not quite so intense. That was the call of the stomach. But this was the sound of its yearning for the company of a beast of its own kind. It was the sound of its entire body. When that happened, Kali would make sure the cow got to mate with a bull right away. He would never let them suffer. He now remembered that this cow had bellowed in heat even two months ago. He should have taken care of it then, but Kali had not been in the right frame of mind to do all that. If he had done it then, the cow would be two months pregnant by now.

In fact, Kali was still not in the frame of mind to do anything about it. But he could not tolerate the cow’s antics. Since it had not eaten for two days and had been bellowing non-stop, the volume of milk it produced had diminished. If the rope tether had been an old and frayed one, the cow would have definitely torn itself away. He hit it with a stick, saying, ‘You are so horny, huh? I think I have pampered you too much, given you too much food. That’s why you are demanding a bull now.’ It ran around the cattle shed to avoid the blows, but it never stopped bellowing.

And Seerayi too nagged him. ‘Why can’t you take it for mating? If you can’t do that, what is the point in us having cattle? What do we do for the curd we need to mix with our pap?’ But Kali did not budge.

Finally, she said, ‘All right then, I will take the cow tomorrow for mating. The problem is, if it has to be me, it will have to be later in the day. I have a pregnant woman at home. I need to cook some food for her to eat. But the day would be well on its way by then. If we go early, they would let our cow be the first one to mate with the bull. Usually, the first two or three cows get the best semen, and those cows get pregnant quite soon. If the bull has already mated with four or five cows, the semen will be diluted, and we can’t be sure the cow will get pregnant. Then we might have to do this all over again. I hear that they are now charging one rupee per cow. How many times can we spend that kind of money?’ Then she added, ‘Instead of giving birth to him, I could have given birth to a grinding stone. That would have been useful for grinding and pounding things. What do I do with him?’

Kali did not want to put her through all that trouble, so he took the cow and set out very early in the morning. He had to walk quite a distance, three villages away. The bull was in Tharanur. And that was the preferred bull in the entire region. It was a lot of work raising and taking care of bulls meant for mating purposes. You had to attend to the bull all morning. There was no way you could rush away to the fields. And it was no easy task pulling and dragging and tethering those bulls. It required a very strong man for the job. This was why no one wanted to raise a bull. If they got a good bull calf, they had it castrated before it started mounting cows, and turned it into an ox. The cow was now trotting ahead of him, and he had to restrain it by pulling at the rope. This was the same cow he had to drag out to the pastures every day.

It had been two months since Ponna had seen Kali. She stayed put in the house. Seerayi brought him news of her. Ponna’s retching continued. She woke up late in the mornings. And since no food really stayed in her stomach for too long, she had grown thin and pale. She cried now and then. Seerayi told him that Ponna looked like a frayed old sari. Each day, she would try to persuade Kali to visit Ponna: ‘She will feel better if you come and see her just once. You have stopped talking, we know that. I will just tell myself that I gave birth to a mute son. So you don’t have to talk. Come and look at her from a distance. It will give her strength. The child is going to take your name. It will be Kaliyappan’s son or daughter. I am saying it is going to be a boy, but she says she wants a girl. She says, it has been just one boy each for the last three generations in this family, so let it be a girl this time. We should not let her suffer when she is in this condition, da. Come and see her once. If you don’t want to do this for her, do it for me.’

Despite these daily entreaties, he could not bring himself to go. When Ponna used to come to the fields to work, he could at least see her from a distance. Even though he was angry at her, he felt good that he was still able to see her. But now he did not want to actively seek her out. No matter what she said about it, she now carried a faceless stranger’s child. And Kali was the father just for name’s sake. She needed Kali to give the child a father’s name. That was all. It didn’t matter whether it was going to be a boy or a girl. It would be Ponna’s child. It was another man’s child. Kali had nothing to do with it. He was still not able to get rid of that image of some other man’s body lying over Ponna’s, occupying every inch of her body. It crept up on him frequently and tormented him. He was confused about what he should do. He wondered if he could just spend the rest of his life confined to the barnyard, or if he could go away somewhere. He could not decide on anything. And he performed all his tasks disinterestedly.

It was all lush and green in the fields. This would be a good time to cut some grass and bundle it up in bales, so that the cows would have something to munch on in the summer. He could also find leaves and shoots for the sheep. But Kali wasn’t even taking the cattle out to graze on the sides of the maize fields. He just wanted to lie about and do nothing. However, since he wanted to be considerate to his mother, he forced himself to carry out a few tasks. Even though he did not respond to anything she said, she continued chatting with him tirelessly. Sometimes he did not want to listen to her, so he went and stood in a corner of the barn. Even then she followed him there and sustained her chatter. He wondered if she could ever shut up, but his mind did compose answers for all her questions. It was not an easy task to make the mind accept things.

His mother told him that the people in the village were beginning to say that there were troubles in Kali and Ponna’s marriage. There were even people who came all the way to the barnyard to talk to him. He found it very tiring even to respond to them in a word or two and send them on their way. He was able to manage only because he already had a reputation for being a man of few words. Seerayi had told everyone that he visited Ponna at night. All these complications would end if Ponna resumed her visits to the fields. Kali was beginning to feel restless in the barnyard; he did not want to be there. He wanted to run away. But where could he go? What could he do?

When he reached his destination with the cow, he realized that they were the first to arrive that morning. The bull sniffed out the cow even from a distance, and it started bellowing and pulling at its rope. The wind had evidently carried the cow’s fragrance all the way to the beast. The wind had a way of spreading the scent of lust everywhere. The man of that house was called the Bullman. Since they had been in that business for over two or three generations, even their house was referred to as the Bullmen’s house. He had a labourer who took care of the bull and handled the mating. But the owner was also always present on these occasions. Very soon after Kali arrived there with his cow, another man got there with his cow in tow. He asked that his cow be the first one to mate. He said the cow had not got pregnant even after mating with a bull two or three times. Kali wondered if the owner of the bull would let the man mate his cow out of turn. But the owner was clear. He said it would be done in the order in which people arrived.

Kali’s cow stood welcoming and ready. No wonder, since it had been leaking from its vagina for two days, bellowing and struggling. When the bull came near the cow, it smelt its rear. The cow lifted its tail and urinated. The bull pulled its upper lip over its teeth and, displaying its teeth, drank the cow’s urine. When the flow of urine stopped, it suddenly leapt on to the cow. On just a single mounting, the cow hunched and cowered. The owner immediately asked him to move the cow away from the bull. When Kali hesitated, he said, ‘She got the first one. Once is enough.’

The other customer was upset that his cow had not been the first one to mate. He said to the owner, ‘What happened to the other bull you had?’

The owner replied, ‘We have tied it up in the field. That bull’s semen is not strong. This bull, on the other hand, has semen that looks thick like curd from buffalo milk. The other one’s is very watery. Cows that mated with it aren’t getting pregnant. That is why I have changed the bulls.’

The customer said, ‘But you are not selling the other bull?’

The owner replied, ‘Well, everyone has asked me to sell it, but it is a good bull, good breed. It is not easy to come by such bulls. So I have kept it for other tasks. And since it had mounted several cows, I took pity on it and did not castrate it. Once or twice a week, we get people who want their cows to be mated twice. For those cows, I bring out the other bull for the second mating. Shall we do that for your cow?’

The man said, ‘Sure. I just want the cow to get pregnant.’

The owner said, ‘Let’s do that. If the cow’s body cools down, it will definitely get pregnant. That other bull will cool down any cow in just one push.’ And he laughed.

He then brought the other bull for the second round of mating. It was wonderful to simply look at that bull walking towards them. It had a steady hump, like a temple’s tower, that did not move at all as the bull walked. Kali kept staring at that majestic animal. It mounted the cow as soon as it arrived on the spot, but it did not mate right away. Kali was enjoying the lovely sight of the bull mounting the cow. Then he asked for his cow too to be mated with that bull. And his cow was delighted at the idea of mating with two bulls. At first, the bull’s penis did not enter the cow’s vagina easily. Then the owner had to intercede, holding the bull’s penis and placing it in the cow’s vagina. After that, this bull too mated with the same force as the other one. The cow shrank and cowered. The owner made the bull dismount right away. He told them that there were cows that completely collapsed. Kali paid the man for the job. He splashed some water on his cow’s back and rubbed it gently. Then he held it by the rope and started walking away. Now the cow was absolutely quiet as it had finally calmed down.

Even after he returned to the barnyard, Kali kept thinking of that bull he had seen earlier that day. So many thoughts crowded his mind. What a gorgeous bull it was. The hair on its head was perfectly curled—the sign of a high-quality animal. It was amazing to see it lifting its tail and protruding its penis. He had taken cows for mating several times before, but this was the first time he saw it all properly. The owner told them that the semen of that particular bull was not very good. How could he have found out? Sometimes a bull’s organ did not penetrate the cow’s vagina properly and the semen ended up spilling outside. Perhaps the owner had noticed some such thing happening with the animal. He also told them the other bull’s semen was thick like the curd made from buffalo milk. How did he know? Did he touch it and feel the texture? Or was he able to tell that the quality of semen was not very good for a particular bull because it was not successful in impregnating a cow in one attempt and people had to keep bringing their cows back for mating? Kali continued to think along these lines.

It was afternoon when Seerayi went home. After she left, Kali tied the thatched gate to the barnyard tightly. Then he lay down on the cot inside the hut. He removed his loincloth and held his cock in his hand. He was over thirty years old, but his cock still rose up like a snake. Whom should he think of now? He could not think of anyone other than Ponna. Her? He paused. Her lovely, smiling lips. Then she turned her head a little. The little hair on her earlobes that moved when his breath brushed past them. She closed her eyes. She always closed her eyes. No matter how many times he asked her to open her eyes, she wouldn’t. If they were having sex at night, she would open her eyes perhaps once. But if it was in the day, she would shut her eyes and not open them at all. That image of her was set firmly in his mind.

It had been years since he stopped masturbating. He used to do it a lot before he got married. The rope cot was a convenient place for that. It was Muthu who had told him about that. Muthu knew all sorts of things. When Kali asked him how he knew these things, he said, ‘I just know somehow.’ Since Kali had not masturbated in a long time, it did not take him too long to ejaculate. He held his semen in his hand and looked at it. Was it thick or watery? It had the bitter fragrance of neem leaves. It lay in his hand, sticky like phlegm. He touched it and thought about it for quite a while. But he could not come to any conclusion. Was it like thick curd? Should it be thicker? Was it diluted and watery?

He was reminded of that bull that was said to have watery semen. There was so much self-assurance in its gait, in the way it held its hump, in the arrogance in its eyes. It was a very attractive animal. But although it was a strong animal that made the cow buckle and cower under it, it could not impregnate it successfully. Kali compared himself to that animal, and sighed deeply. Kesan, a man in the village, once said about Kali, ‘He is great to look at, but not good at the task.’ Was he right then? But Kali did not think he was bad at the task. It was his semen that was the problem. He could only ask about it to the god who made it. But where could he find god so that he could ask him about it? If Kali had managed to die, perhaps he could have gone to heaven, caught hold of god—by wrapping his towel around god’s neck—before asking that question. But that had not worked out.

He suddenly felt an increased sense of respect for the bull’s owner. Not only had the man not castrated the bull, he was also giving the bull a chance now and then. Would Ponna too accept Kali out of pity from now on? Why did she close her eyes when they made love? The compassion in her eyes would perhaps betray the fact that she was only being charitable to a poor, useless creature.
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SEVENTEEN

It was the month of Margazhi. Even before dusk, mist started falling like a smoke screen. Kali had braved worse mists and fogs in his youth. But he was not able to do that any more. Even the sheep and cattle were sniffling and had runny noses. It looked like being under the portia tree was not enough shelter from the weather for the cows and oxen. As for the sheep, even though they had their thatched roof in the enclosure, they were still affected by the mist. It also grew dark very quickly these days, and it settled like a dense honeycomb.

Ponna had started coming to the fields during the day. She walked around a bit. Kali was able to see her from the barn. He saw her belly had started growing and she walked pushing it a little to the front. The brinjal plants she had tended to were still bearing fruits, but not like before. Now the leaves ripened and fell. When Kali happened to see them in that state once, he took pity on them and tended to them a little. He sprinkled some ash on the leaves. And he also made a shelter for them from the mist with palmyra and coconut fronds. When Ponna saw that, it made her very happy.

Ponna was so amazed at the way he was caring for the brinjals that she could not stop talking about it to Seerayi. Kali had asked his mother not to walk all the way to the barnyard in that weather, carrying lunch for him. Instead, he went to the house to eat every day. Since Kali had not gone to the house at all for the past three or four months, their neighbour Porasa had made a note of it and shared it with the entire village. When people asked Seerayi about it, she said, ‘He only comes at night. He is a nocturnal creature. They both stay up talking into the night. I don’t know at what time he leaves.’

It had started raining in the month of Purattaasi, and by Aippasi and Karthikai, the rains were quite heavy. In those months, people were in the habit of returning home and closing the doors early. So they were able to reply to Porasa when she brought up Kali’s absence: ‘Apparently he comes at night like an owl. But you shut your door early and sleep. Then how would you know?’

Besides, since this was the season when everyone had a lot of work to do, no one had the time for idle gossip. Seerayi once picked up an argument with Porasa: ‘Why is it any of your business? I hear you are telling everyone that Kali does not come home? How do you know? For all three meals he eats the food my daughter-in-law makes. And when she goes to the fields, they talk to each other. Then he comes here at that time of the day when you shut your door and sleep like a corpse. If you don’t believe me, go to the barnyard and check with him yourself. Why do you care so much about other people’s shit? Mind your own!’

Porasa always addressed Seerayi as ‘Atthai’. She said, ‘Atthai, why would I talk to people about it? They are not innocent. They try to gossip, extract information from me. Then they tell people I told them things. A couple of them asked me on their own if Kali was coming to the house. I told them I did not get to see him myself but he came at night. They are now decorating that statement and spreading it around. I have a lot of work to do these days. My children spend a little time every day playing pallankuzhi with Ponna. That is why I am able to do my work in peace. Why would I speak ill of Ponna? I am only happy that Ponna has conceived a child after so many years of marriage. But do you think people mind their own business? There are people who even say Ponna got the child by going to the temple festival. Tongues are wagging in all directions.’

Seerayi was not going to let that remark go. ‘Who has the standing and right to talk about my family? Don’t I know which women in the village are going to which men? I can break it down into details if they want. These bitches, they walk out of the house as if they are going to pee, but they go elsewhere and hitch up their saris. And they talk about us? In all these years, did anyone say anything bad about us? That is because they all thought this was heirless property they could scramble to fight over later. Now since they know that cannot happen, they are speaking ill of us. These women have to keep their mouths shut. Otherwise, I will expose all of them and humiliate them in front of the entire village. Tell them not to mess with me!’

It was a quiet night, and Seerayi had spoken very loudly. Everyone in the village must have heard it. Some elderly women came by and asked, ‘What happened, Seera?’ Porasa went into her house and closed the door.

Seerayi appealed to the paattis’ sense of fairness. They said, ‘Oh, don’t worry about it. People always need something to talk about. Why do you even take them seriously? Go and focus on important things.’

Ponna said to her, ‘Don’t respond to them, Atthai. If they know we care, they will keep talking. Why are you shouting at this time of the night?’

The old women then said, ‘See, even your daughter-in-law agrees. So drop the subject. People will say whatever they want. We don’t need to take it seriously.’

Seerayi was somewhat assuaged by all their remarks.

Then one of the paattis said, ‘Do you know the things people in this village said about me long ago? Do you know how much I struggled to recover from all their gossips and rumours?’ And she began to tell her story. So everyone settled down on the porch to listen and chat. They ended up sleeping right there on the porch that night, and dispersed only in the morning.

These days, Kali came during the day to eat. He sat and ate on the porch, while Ponna stayed inside the house. They still did not look directly at each other. Sometimes, Ponna would be sitting on the porch when she would hear the sound of Kali’s footsteps. She would get up immediately and rush indoors. She really wanted to see him and embrace him. This was the first time in their marriage they had been apart for so long. In fact, they had never not spoken to each other for more than a day. Even on those occasions, it was Ponna who would turn her face away and go silent, especially if she was angry. He was never able to be angry with her. And he was also good at soothing her anger and coaxing her out of her silence.

It was quite easy for him. He would pinch her waist when she wasn’t expecting it, and run away before she could react. But she would still run after him. He’d run out into the fields. She would pick up stones and hardened mud and fling them at him. He’d deftly avoid all her attacks, but she would eventually catch hold of him. He’d bravely withstand her punches on his face and chest. ‘Oh, it feels like a shower of flowers on my chest!’ He’d laugh. She on the other hand would grow tired and get caught in his tight embrace. Not that she wanted to escape from it. Sometimes he’d make as if he was letting her go from his embrace. She’d get annoyed and hit him on the chest again. And he’d pull her back into his embrace.

The first time she saw them at this sport, Seerayi was terrified. She scolded Ponna. ‘You can’t hit a man!’ she said. ‘You are throwing stones at him. What if it gets him in the head?’ But they didn’t pay any attention to her. Once Seerayi realized what this game was all about, she stood by, watching quietly. It made her happy. But she was anxious to ward off any evil eye that people might cast on the happy couple. She would say, ‘See, this is why a new life is not being born here. There are husbands and wives who can’t get along with each other, but they are able to produce children.’

Ponna had not been able to bear that one thing he called her. If she happened to look him in the eye now, who knows what else he might say?

Besides, Kali was now coming home to eat. Whenever Ponna brought brinjal from the fields, Seerayi said loudly, ‘Please cook them yourself. Your husband only likes them the way you make it. He says yours is full of ghee and mine is full of shit!’

Ponna said, annoyed, ‘Why do you talk like this, Atthai?’

‘Oh, don’t worry about it. I wanted to make sure our neighbours hear what I said.’

And Seerayi was right. Porasa next door asked cheerfully, ‘What is this talk of ghee and shit?’ For some reason, Porasa was always tickled when Seerayi scolded Ponna. Seerayi said, again loudly, ‘Well, I called ghee ghee, shit shit. What else can we do? We have to let things know what they are and where they belong, don’t we?’

Porasa did not say anything in response.

After Kali started tending to the brinjal patch again, the plants started bearing vegetables. He found out that it was the mist that most affected the plants. So he hung some thatched panels on the sides of the shelter he had already made for them. He let them down like a screen at the end of the day. Then in the morning when it was quite sunny and warm, he lifted the screen. He realized that just like humans needed blankets and scarves to protect themselves from the cold, plants too needed protection. And the well-protected plants expressed their gratitude by bearing brinjals. While there weren’t enough brinjals to sell, they still got more than what they needed.

Ponna cooked them in various ways. She made a poriyal with brinjals and coconut. It was a bright green dish that went with hot rice. Kali especially loved that slightly thick gravy that was left at the bottom of this dish. She also mashed brinjals to eat with pap. As for the ragi meal, any brinjal recipe would go with it, but the best side dish for that was brinjal cooked in a thickened gravy that she made. She was delighted to hear the sounds of him smacking his lips tasting the brinjal she cooked with black-eyed peas. One day she cooked brinjals with lentils, but without using any tamarind. Seerayi always used tamarind in that recipe. She asked Ponna, ‘How do you get this taste without tamarind?’ Kali too loved that dish. Earlier he had wondered if Ponna was deploying her cooking as a way of communicating with him. Now he was sure of it.

While Kali had not completely changed his mind in her favour, his reserve had certainly thawed a little. But something in him kept telling him that he should not let her come close to him. And he was not able to reason it out. As he sat on the porch eating his lunch, sometimes people from the village quarters stopped by to chat with him. It was usually about farming, sheep and cattle. If anyone mentioned that they had run into Muthu, Kali said nothing in response. Ponna always listened eagerly to these conversations he had with others. But she could tell that there was no excitement in his voice. He weighed each word carefully. Did the voice become cautious when the mind became secretive? Seerayi too could hear Kali’s voice only when he spoke to others. And one day, when Kali got ready to return to the barnyard, she said sarcastically, ‘So it is fine to talk to the useless people from the village. Only we lowly folks at home don’t deserve that kindness?’

He understood the import of her remark, but he still did not say a word in response.
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EIGHTEEN

Margazhi was the eighth month of her pregnancy. The midwife had told them that the delivery was likely to be at the end of Thaii. These days, Ponna was able to feel the child kicking inside her. Whenever that happened, Ponna had to stand hunched. It was uneasy at first, but once she started closing her eyes and enjoying it, she found that it made her happy. Sometimes she wondered if the baby was swimming inside her, paddling with an arm, quickly turning around. And these days, Ponna never felt lonely. Even the fact that Kali did not come to her or talk to her became a piece of stale news. She shared everything with the child growing inside her.

She sometimes scolded Kali in her mind and then said to the child, ‘Are you upset that I am scolding your father?’ She shared whatever came to her mind with the foetus. And it listened. She narrated her story to it. The baby was lulled into sadness, and stopped moving. That scared her. She chided herself for bothering the baby with all that stuff. Why did it need to hear these stories of suffering even before it came into this world? There were times when she did not feel its movement for two whole days. She grew quite fearful on those occasions. She patted her stomach to try and wake up the baby. She thought it was in a deep sleep. She worried that the baby might not have liked something she had said. So she apologized, ‘I won’t talk like that again.’

But soon she would be talking to the unborn child again: ‘Do you know what your father called me? He called me a whore. I never said no to him. When he asked me to go to him in the barnyard, I did. He’d ask me to go to bed. He would ask me to lie in the shade of the portia tree with him. He wanted to sleep outside in the moonlight. He’d insist I drank toddy. He has even made me drink arrack. It burnt my throat. But when I said, “This tastes like donkey piss,” he asked me when I had tasted donkey piss. One night he even made me lie down on the flat slab of stone he has laid there. No matter what time of the day it was, or where it was, I undressed for him whenever he wanted me to. That’s why he has called me a whore. I should have been like those women who keep themselves covered and only show a little at a time, like the way the priests in the temples offer you holy water. But I was a fool. I went along with him. And that has made him think I want it badly. It has made him think, “She came wherever I asked her to, so she must be willing to go with anyone.”’

Then she sighed deeply before continuing.

‘You have to demand an explanation from him one day. “How could you call my mother that? Is your heart made of stone?” you should ask him. Will you? You should do that for me. You are my only companion from now on. Who else do I have? I have pushed away my parents, and I don’t know if we can ever reunite. How could they lie to me and trick me the way they did? How can I bring myself to reach out to them now? It will forever be an unhealed wound in my heart. I have no father, mother or brother. But then, you see, had they not done what they did, I won’t have you now. Perhaps this is what they mean when they say even bad things have some good within them. Now my husband does not talk to me. I have to be content with seeing him from a distance. My mother-in-law has always talked constantly about raising her son all by herself. I used to think, she talks as if no one else has ever raised a son, as if she is the only one who has done it. But she is the one who takes care of this entire family now. She has saved not one life but three. You have to take care of her in the last years of her life. Tell me, are you a boy or a girl? I can hear you laughing.’

There were days when the baby kicked her a lot. ‘What happened? Did I eat something that is bothering you now? Are you not able to sleep? There are days you stay absolutely quiet, just like your father. And on other days, you trouble me just like he used to on days he got drunk. Look here, once you are born, it is possible that he might pick you up and play with you. That does not mean you can abandon me and shift your loyalties to him. You should ask him, “How come you paid no attention to me before I was born? You did not speak to me even once. Your voice is not familiar to me at all.” Will you ask him that? Or will you take his side and abuse me? You might. He is capable of seducing anyone.’ And she laughed.

There were so many words available for scolding someone. One could do the scolding differently depending on the context. You could even praise someone in the guise of scolding them. You could use scolding as an expression of endearment. You could scold to tease. There are various motivations for scolding. Ponna scolded Kali in these ways, because that was her way of thinking of him. Her words could only fall like flowers on him. Some flowers had the appearance of stones. But when they fall on their target, they will reveal themselves for what they truly are. The baby surely understood all this, didn’t it? She couldn’t be sure. So she added, ‘Listen, just because I scold him, don’t you think poorly of him.’

Kali did give her some reason to feel happy about him. It was the month of Karthikai, the seventh month. That was usually the month when the woman’s parents came over for a visit, cooked a lot of food and took their daughter home for the birth. Once the child was born, both families would discuss and agree on when the woman and the child would return to her marital home. Usually, when the baby was seven months old, the woman’s family would buy silver anklets and a waist chain for the baby and send them both to the husband’s home. If they were better off, they might even buy a gold chain and bangles for the baby. Even if they were poor people, they did one thing for sure. In the seventh month of the pregnancy, they all arrived at their daughter’s husband’s home and hosted a feast. Since this was the seventh month for Ponna, people were sure to ask Seerayi when the feast was going to be. What would she tell them? She might say, ‘She has severed her ties. They do want to come and host a feast, but how can they come now?’ Then the news of Ponna’s severed ties with her family would spread everywhere.

Whenever Seerayi ran into Vallayi in the market, she lamented, ‘We have just one daughter, and she is pregnant after twelve years of marriage. But we are not lucky enough to pamper her at this time. We can’t even see her.’ Apparently, Muthu had come over a couple of times and, from the mud path, caught a glimpse of Ponna in the fields. How could they simply not have the feast?

Ponna said, ‘There is no need for all that.’ If they came over to host the feast and Kali refused to partake of it, that would be a great insult. It was better not to do anything. But people came over from Seerayi’s family. Kali’s uncles arrived at the barnyard one day to speak to him and Seerayi.

They said, ‘She is an innocent girl. She did not mean the things she said to us. We can’t stay away on account of that. She has conceived after all these years. We have to celebrate that. Even her parents cannot come and offer a feast here. But you are our elder sister. You are now getting a grandchild, and how can we, your brothers, not do anything to mark the occasion? People will fault us for failing in our duties. So we will do what we can. Please don’t refuse.’ Seerayi was very happy to hear that. Kali had nothing to say. He kept quiet. But his uncles insisted, ‘Ponna will not object. If Kali says yes, some ten of us will come one day, make food for the day and take her with us. If she can stay with us until the baby is born, that is fine with us too. People should not say you have no relatives to care for you. People are already asking us. What do you say, Kali?’

Seerayi did not say anything. She wanted the response to come from Kali. He suspected that his mother was behind this arrangement. But even though Seerayi did consider such a plan, she had not acted on it. Ponna had been responsible for the rift in her relationship with her brother’s families. So she was not sure they would be eager to do anything for her now. Besides, even if they agreed, Ponna might not. But now Seerayi’s brothers had made the offer on their own, and this made Seerayi very happy. And since both brothers had cornered Kali with their insistence, he could not refuse. So they left after agreeing on a date. Then Seerayi used Kali’s acceptance to make Ponna agree to this arrangement. ‘He might have agreed under duress, but he will definitely come to the feast, he will eat and he will talk to everyone. Please don’t look for reasons to say no to this.’

It made Ponna happy to know that Kali, who had been uninterested in everything, had actually opened his mouth and said yes to this. She spoke to the baby in her womb that day, ‘I hear your father has said yes to the feast. I thought he was scared pearls would drop from his mouth if he opened it to talk. How come he said yes to this?’

Ponna had a suspicion. She found it hard to believe that Kali’s miserly uncles from Thalaiyur were going to spend money on this feast. She wondered if Kali had actually given them the money and asked them to do it. Ponna knew that they wouldn’t completely abandon her, but she was still amazed that they were offering to do this despite her insults in the past. She thought it was quite magnanimous of them. They all arrived the following Friday. Not too many people. Just the two uncles’ families. Here, they had invited just a few neighbours to the feast. The uncles’ wives were very friendly towards Ponna that day.

There were three kinds of rice dishes: tamarind rice, tomato rice and curd rice. Also kachayam sweet and karavadai snack. They did all the cooking. They had also brought a silk sari for Ponna. Both uncles went to the barnyard to talk to Kali. Then Kali came along with them for the midday feast. They had Ponna wear the new silk sari and made her sit on a wooden seat in the porch. They asked Kali to stand next to her. He stood right behind her. It had been seven months since they had stood so close to each other. But he did not bend forward to look at her. He could see the sari and the top of her head. It was a bright red sari. When he walked up the porch stairs and later walked back down, Ponna stole a quick glance at him. It occurred to her that he had lost weight, and his face was covered in a beard. Everyone thought he was growing a beard for ritual reasons, and that he would shave it off once the baby was born. Kali used to have a strong and firm body, much like a field that had hardened after a period of lying fallow. But now it was loose, like soil that had been ploughed a few times. Thinking of him made Ponna tear up.

The visitors remarked, ‘She is feeling bad her parents cannot be here. It must be hard for her.’ The midwife and her husband came for the feast and they also participated in the ritual to ward off evil eyes from Ponna. The rituals included a gesture marking Ponna’s journey to her mother’s house. They did this by taking Ponna next door to Porasa’s, making her sit down on the porch there and drink some water. Then they brought her back home. Kali seemed to be chatting happily with his uncles. Looking at Kali’s face, she thought that he was drunk. He drank a lot these days. That was why his body has lost its form. She glanced in his direction whenever she could. She hoped that he might look towards her too, and their eyes might meet. But it did not seem as though he looked at her at all.
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NINETEEN

Kali tied the thatched gate to the barnyard tight, and lay curled up on the cot. It had become even colder once the month of Thaii began. Even the ground under one’s feet seemed frozen. He completed all his tasks earlier than usual. The tapper had given him toddy in a dried-up gourd-skin bowl. Kali had drunk most of it well before dark, and he was not hungry. He was more intoxicated than usual. All he wanted to do was lie down. But if he did not go home for dinner, his mother would come to the barnyard, a jute bag draped over her head. There was much demand for jute bags in this season. He wondered if his mother had some bags of this kind in her house, or if she had left all of them here in the barn. If she could not find any in the house, she would just drape her sari over her head. But that was no protection from the cold weather.

She’d wait for him in the house only till the seven o’clock siren sounded before setting off. Then she would start talking as soon as she arrived here: ‘How can you be so drunk all the time? The sheep and cattle are in the shed. People in the market were talking about all the burglary that’s been going on. We cannot afford to buy things if we lose them. Do you know how much prices have gone up these days? Gold is now at seventy-five rupees. That is equal to the price of two cows. How can we survive if you get drunk and just lie about like this?’

But despite having drunk so much, Kali was not able to sleep. He lay tossing and turning. Then, in the middle of the night, he’d get up and even drink up the leftover toddy. It was not before dawn that he was finally able to fall asleep. And he woke up only when the sun’s rays fell on him, piercing through the gaps in the fence.

Since he did not want to upset his mother, Kali went to the house and brought some food in a carrier. There were some leftovers from lunch, which he diluted and fed to the dog. But he did not even bother to open the carrier he had brought from home. He hung it in its place in the hut and went and lay down on the cot. He felt quite dizzy, but he still could not fall asleep. He just lay awake, eyes closed. And he could not avoid wondering how lovely it would be to have Ponna with him there on such cold nights. At the feast, he had managed to catch a glimpse of her when she was not looking. She had gone quite thin, and one could begin to discern the shapes of her bones through her skin. Only her stomach was big. There was no freshness or sparkle in her face. In fact, she was pale as a white-washed wall. She had always been a little fair-skinned, but now she seemed to have lost all colour. Seeing her up close like that after so long, he had started imagining her body next to his every night. No matter how much he tried to keep her away from his thoughts, she climbed right back into his heart. And it got worse in the winter. The cot’s frame seemed to crack under the additional weight.

In the past, he always asked Ponna to stay in the barn for the entire winter season. She’d say, ‘I cannot do it every day, Maama. My entire body goes sore.’ And he would say, ‘Just come and lie next to me.’ If she insisted on going back home for the night, he’d say, ‘I have a good story for you tonight. I will tell you if you stay. It is up to you. Go if you want.’ But she could not resist a story. ‘All right, tell me,’ she’d say, and settle down to listen. But he wouldn’t get to the story so quickly. He had different stories for different seasons. He had a particular story for winter. Even though she had heard that story from him several times, she still liked listening to it.

Kali now got drunk precisely to avoid thinking about her. Every time he sensed the intoxication wearing off, he drank more. He now worried that he would soon come to take pity on her. These days, that other face he used to picture being intimate with Ponna had not been bothering him much. Now he laboured hard to bring it to his mind. He deliberately visualized that face going close to Ponna’s face. Earlier, that face sneaked up on him on its own and terrorized him. But now he wanted to summon it himself. Otherwise, he was afraid that he might end up making peace with Ponna.

What could be going on in her mind? He had been having sex with her for so many years, but he could not give her a child. The other man had accomplished it in just one day. Clearly, she would compare them both. Whom would she prefer? Whose face would have made the deeper impression on her? He might have spent many years with her, but why would she hold in her heart the face of a useless man? It must definitely be the other face which had managed to alleviate her troubles. She wouldn’t be able to dispel it from her mind. Wouldn’t she recollect that other face even if Kali went near her? She wouldn’t be able to think of Kali without also thinking of the other man. She would superimpose that other face on Kali’s. Kali would certainly not have any place in her mind any more. Only that stranger would. Only he could make Ponna happy now.

What did that man look like? Was he bigger than Kali in physical appearance? Tall or short? Dark or fair-skinned? Did he have a mane of hair that sprang from his head and rolled down all the way to his waist? Did he have bushy eyebrows? Was he a man of few words too? Ponna always wanted Kali to talk more. Did that mean she had sought out a man who talked a lot? Did he regale her with stories all night? Would he have also known the kind of stories Kali knew? Ponna used to find great joy in tickling Kali on his waist. Would she have done the same thing to that other man? And if she had, did Kali come to her mind at the time? What did she do then? Did she chase him away? He could not give her a child no matter what he did. She would not even consider him a man any more.

The other man who had taken possession of her that night—no matter how he looked, no matter what his background, no matter where he was from—he was the one who now had a place in her mind. She would definitely have found out his name and his village. She might even go meet him sometime. She had had a taste of him, so she wouldn’t let him go, would she? Why, when Kali found toddy from a new tree, he went back for more and more. The same way, she too wouldn’t forget the new toddy she had experienced. She would even go looking for it. Kali rose from the cot and drank what was left of the toddy.
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There was a story that Kali once told Ponna in the winter.

There was this man who had been married for four or five months. One winter, he and his wife went to his mother-in-law’s place for some occasion. His wife warned him in advance. ‘You should not keep pestering me there. You should control yourself, all right?’ He nodded his head like an obedient child. There was only one room in his mother-in-law’s house. And since she had two or three daughters, who had children of their own, all the womenfolk slept inside the house in that room. He had a cot out on the porch. They gave him two blankets, but he still felt quite cold. He tried wrapping them tightly around himself, but they were simply not enough—the chill of the night assaulted him like needles. He could not fall asleep. Earlier that night, since the son-in-law was visiting, they had soaked rice and ulundhu lentils, ground them into a batter and made dosais for him. Nice big dosais. He had eaten nearly ten dosais, and that overindulgence now kept him awake.

It was a moonlit night. The moonbeams leapt into the mist and created an intoxicating ambience. The man was waiting for his wife to step out of the house to go pee. And quite a while later, she did, just as he had anticipated. He pulled her close and made her lie down next to him on the cot. She warned him again, ‘We are just going to lie down here.’ He agreed, but he could not control himself for too long. He started feeling her up. Perhaps because he had been horny for so many hours, he could not control himself at all. He finished with the deed quickly and went to the backyard.

The man sleeping on the porch in the house across the street was also having a hard time falling asleep. The cold was tormenting him too. So he lay awake and watched the action that went on here. He saw that the husband had stepped away, but the wife was still lying on the cot. He took this as a cue, and decided to try his luck. She lay with her eyes closed. He lay on top of her and completed the job. She went back into the house. The husband was still cleaning himself in the backyard. Then he stood about, chewing tobacco and looking at the moon. When he felt he was ready to have another go, he returned to the porch. But she had already gone back in. So he thought perhaps that was all for the night, and went to sleep.

Having seen her son-in-law gobble down ten dosais the night before, the mother-in-law understood he was very fond of dosais. So she had arranged for more dosais to be made the next morning. His wife made the dosais for him. He asked his wife in code, ‘So how was the dosai last night?’ She said, ‘The first one was not good, but the second one was great.’ He was utterly confused. ‘The second one?’ he asked. She said, ‘Yes, the second dosai.’ But, he wondered, when he had been ready to make the second ‘dosai’ the night before, she had already gone back into the house. How then? The man from across the street was listening to this exchange between husband and wife. He was standing outside, brushing his teeth with a twig. He now decided to participate in the conversation, and said, ‘Oh, don’t worry about it. The pan was still hot, so I decided to make a dosai for myself. That was the second dosai. Shall we make some dosais tonight as well?’

Kali had another version of this story too.

When the husband was expecting the wife to step outside the house, his mother-in-law emerged instead. He dragged her to the cot without realizing his mistake. And since she did not want to refuse her son-in-law, she obliged. That was a different experience for him. She was loose on top and tight down there. But he did not brood on it at that hour and in the dark. It comforted him on that cold night. So he indulged himself. The next day, they discussed it over dosai. He asked his wife, ‘Last night, the first dosai was a bit loose and raggedy, perhaps because it was made with batter from the top. But the one made with batter from below was firm. How come?’ She had no idea what he was talking about. ‘You ate ten dosais last night. Then why are you complaining about loose top ones and tight bottom ones now?’ He said, ‘I mean the dosai we made later on a different pan.’ Even then she failed to understand.

The mother-in-law, who was listening to this conversation, now intervened, ‘Yes, my son-in-law ended up making his dosai in the wrong pan last night. The batter was all right. The pan was the problem. It was an old pan, that’s why the first dosai fell apart. But even though it was an old pan, it was still used to the job, and that’s why the dosai was firm at the bottom.’
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TWENTY

His uncle Nallayyan arrived at the barnyard on Maattu Pongal, the day of the harvest festival when the focus is on the cattle. He was Kali’s uncle on his father’s side of the family. He had never married. He did a little farming in the land he had got as part of his inheritance, but he also frequently dropped everything and went abroad for most of the year. Sometimes he brought along a woman and kept her with him for a little while. He had his own way of doing things and never cared for what others said. Kali and he were quite close. He was sort of a distant paternal uncle to Kali. If Nallayyan happened to be in town, he always came over to the barnyard to spend some time chatting with Kali. He often also stayed there for a few days. Kali was very glad that Nallayyan Uncle landed up on that day in particular. He was in no mood to celebrate Pongal, but Seerayi had told him strictly that he just had to. They had never missed celebrating a single Pongal ever since Kali started doing his own farming.

When things were going well for them, when the barnyard was thriving with animals, why stop the tradition of offering pongal? ‘You anyway wash the animals every day,’ said Seerayi. ‘So there is no extra work for you in this. Cooking pongal is women’s task. We have a pregnant woman in the house, so we have to offer pongal and do the right thing.’ Kali was apprehensive about Ponna’s visit to the barnyard that day. He never asked her to stop coming there. The day she had read his lips and realized he had called her a whore, she ran out of there and had never set foot in the place since. She did come to the fields, however, and did some work there and also spent time just sitting and resting. Why couldn’t she do the sitting inside the barn? She acted as if he had deliberately kept her away. Maybe she was afraid that if she entered the barn, she might hear the word ‘whore’ again. He wondered if she would step inside today, and thought about how he might react if she did. But, thankfully, Nallayyan Uncle showed up at the right time. He didn’t know what Seerayi might have said to Ponna to convince her to come.

For Maattu Pongal, they always started the cooking only after dark. Ponna arrived after Seerayi had started things. She walked in slowly, dispelling the dark. Kali was minding his chores, feeding the cattle. He had let them graze to their heart’s content that day. ‘We cannot allow our suffering to reflect on how we treat these animals,’ he thought. The two women busied themselves with preparing the pongal. Right when his mother called out to him to start making the offering to the deities, they heard a voice saying, ‘You have one more person to eat the pongal.’ And Nallayyan Uncle walked in, bearing two sugar canes.

Seerayi welcomed him and said incredulously, ‘People in the village have been saying you went abroad and were killed in a road accident. But you are alive!’

‘Come, Uncle,’ said Ponna softly.

Kali smiled at him quietly, but Nallayyan could not see that. He said, ‘How come our son here does not say anything?’

‘I did smile at you. You didn’t see it,’ replied Kali.

Nallayyan Uncle teased him: ‘When you smile in the dark, even you can’t be sure if you are smiling. That is as good as saying the cat is smiling in the backyard! Who’d know? Besides, do you think you are so fair-complexioned that your teeth are sparkling white, that your smile would glow in the dark?’

Before they began the prayers and the pongal offering, Kali stepped aside to swathe the animals in frankincense smoke. He took some glowing hot coals in a spatula and added a little frankincense powder on it to produce some smoke. The fragrance spread everywhere. It was an iron spatula. He held the end with the piece of cloth draped over his shoulder so that it wouldn’t burn his hand. Seerayi took some pongal out of the cooking pot and set it down on a plate for offering to the deities, and she said to Uncle, ‘Where did you go? It must have been six months since we saw you last, right?’ They all knew that Nallayyan liked to narrate stories of his travels in detail. Both Ponna and Kali were now eager to listen to some of his stories.

‘Six months?’ he exclaimed. ‘It has been eight months. I hated this place and never wanted to return. But now my daughter-in-law here is pregnant. So I came back to see you all happy. Once the child is born, these two cannot be with each other like they used to. He would want her, but she should say, “Wait, the baby is crying.” She won’t even let him pull her by the hand. She’d use the baby as an excuse. He too would be hesitant to do much in front of the baby. I tell everyone not to have children. But who listens? Never mind. If this is what makes you happy, so be it.’

‘Who wouldn’t want children?’ countered Seerayi. ‘You are a strange fellow. You want nothing. But we have families and fields to take care of. How would we survive without children?’

‘Yes, indeed. It is children who are responsible for my running away from the village. Both my younger brothers have shat out so many children! When I look at them, I feel very old. It feels like it was only yesterday when they were all tiny. But now they are all ready to get married. I had gone out of town once, and by the time I returned, the older of my two brothers had married off one daughter. Now the other one is ready too. And his son is so burly, he looks taller than me. The other brother too is looking for brides for his two sons. His daughter is very young. But those two boys, they look like rocks. And these dogs covet my share of the inheritance. All they want to do is breed. Someone else must earn and give them their wealth! Now they have an eye on my property. They say I am quite old. Seera, I am younger than you. You married my brother, so I call you a sister or a sister-in-law. I must be, what, fifty-five years old? Kali must be over thirty now. When he was born, I must have been twenty-five or something.’

Seerayi kept everything ready for the prayers and the offering. Kali returned to the spot after walking around with frankincense smoke among the cattle and sheep. She said, ‘In the month of Maasi, Kali will complete thirty-three and enter thirty-four. All right, come, let’s pray.’ Kali touched and circled the water in a little vessel with his fingers. He then lit a piece of camphor and made the offering. Ponna quickly touched the camphor flame and placed those fingers over her eyelids. Then she took some holy ash from the plate he was holding up, put some on her forehead, and moved away, all the while keeping her head down. When she moved closer to him, he’d fixed his gaze on the portia tree. Seerayi then picked up the pot of the offering and handed it over to Kali. He walked away with it to feed the cattle first. The two oxen relished such food. He fed them and gave a little to the calf.

Seerayi resumed the conversation. ‘So then, why are you talking about age now?’

He said, ‘Let me tell you why. There is a woman in Sellur they are asking me to marry. The thing is, she was married before, but her husband died just five months after the wedding. They say someone beat him to death. The girl has a large family. She has five brothers. And they are all determined to get her married again. One of them in particular is a member in that progressive political party. Its leader advocates widow remarriage, doesn’t he? She is only twenty-five. I am thinking of marrying her.’

Seerayi said, ‘But why do you want to marry a widow?’

‘Why not? There are so many communities in which widows can marry again. Why should we care? The brothers say they are unable to look at their sister wearing white. I’d readily marry her, but I am not sure if running a family and all that suits me. I know one of the brothers. He says, “You go and come as you please. My sister will take care of the fields. Besides, we are all here too, so we will help.” All this makes me want to say yes. I am thinking about it. A man can go to a thousand women. But she married and lived with one man. There is nothing wrong with her.’

Kali said, ‘Sure, sure. If the brothers themselves are asking you to marry her, do it happily. You will also be giving a new life to the woman. And you will get a family too. If all five brothers-in-law help out, you can live a luxurious life. Then you won’t even think of going abroad.’

‘See! Even you think this is a good idea. Then who are my brothers to object? If I marry her, I will have five brothers-in-law to come running if I am ever in any trouble. So my brothers can threaten me as much as they want. I will just live quietly to a side. What more do I need in this old age?’

Seerayi said, ‘Don’t you know how hard the life of a widow is? They must be lucky to get her married to someone like you. I will come to the wedding!’

Kali said, ‘Uncle, but if you find a woman with a child, you won’t have to worry about getting her pregnant.’

‘You know nothing about the world, Kali,’ said Nallayyan. ‘You are like a frog in a well. Do you know what is happening in the world around? That bespectacled old man is negotiating with the white man. They are saying the white man is going to give back the country to us and leave in a year’s time. Do you know all this? Even the lizard crawling on your barnyard’s fence knows more than you do.’

Seerayi handed them each a plate of food. ‘Eat as you talk,’ she said. The pongal tasted very good with the green gram gravy. Then, turning to Nallayyan, she added, ‘I hoped my son would travel and know the world. I didn’t expect him to shut himself up here. Do give him some advice.’

‘My brothers now say, “If you bring a woman, we will hack you to death and bury you in the ragi fields.” They both have no scruples whatsoever. They want my share of the inheritance so badly that they are willing to send their wives to me. The two women come to me and bare their breasts. And they are fighting with each other over this! Both their breasts are so saggy that they look like their waist pouches. They brought those breasts and rubbed them on my face. I chased them away like dogs. They are all in this together—the husbands, the sons, the daughters. They think that if they show me their breasts, I will bequeath my property to them. That became a big argument between us, and I left town to get away from all that. Now I have made some arrangements to deal with all this. I found a lawyer and got my will written.’

Seerayi said, ‘You carry on. It is late for us. I have to take Ponna back to the village.’

Nallayyan Uncle teased Ponna, ‘It looks like the pregnant girl has lost her power of speech. She has not spoken a word. The wife has become just like her husband.’ Then he said to Kali, ‘You go with them for company. I can be alone here for a little while.’

Kali did not know what to say to that, but Seerayi had been waiting for such a moment. She said to him, ‘Can you come with us?’ And since he did not want Nallayyan Uncle to get upset with him, Kali set off with Seerayi and Ponna.
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TWENTY-ONE

While Kali accompanied the women to the house in the village, Nallayyan Uncle chopped up the sugar cane, fed the sheath to the cows and chewed on the juicy pieces. Kali walked in front, carrying the pot of pongal on his head. Ponna walked right behind him. Seerayi was at the end, talking non-stop about Nallayyan. Kali and Ponna did not speak a word.

‘He has been with several women,’ prattled Seerayi. ‘He has absolutely no sense of discernment when it comes to women. He will go with just about anyone. But I have to applaud this plan of his to marry a widow now. How many men are willing to do something like that? There are men who doubt their wives even if they see them speaking to other men. He is definitely large-hearted to consider this. I wish him well. He should marry her, bring her here, and live well in this village . . .’

Kali felt that her speech was for his benefit. This had become a routine. No matter what she talked about, Kali had come to see it as indirectly intended for him—it was her way of giving him advice. And that was true in a way. Those were, indeed, Seerayi’s intentions most of the time.

‘Did you hear what he said?’ she continued. ‘He said, “She was married to one man. In what way is she inferior to men who have gone to a thousand women?” That’s where he revealed his character. His brothers are sending their wives to him! What kind of men they must be! They might even eat shit if that assured them the property. But let me tell you, no matter how prosperously they live, they are not equal even to the dust under his feet.’

Kali could not help but feel that she was trying to make a point to him. He thought about all that on his way back to the barnyard, where he found that Nallayyan Uncle had already chewed and spat four or five pieces of sugar cane. Kali sat down next to him and picked up a piece for himself.

‘Are you really going to marry that woman, Uncle?’

Nallayyan replied, ‘I am considering it. I cannot live peacefully in this village any longer. My brothers won’t let me. They will constantly find ways to make my life miserable. They will do anything for money. If they hack me to death at night, bury me in the fields, do some ploughing and plant something on the field the very next day, will anyone come to find out what happened to me? People like you might just think that I was out on my travels. Then a little later, they will tell you all that I died in a faraway land and perform some kind of death ritual and divvy up my share of inheritance among themselves. Why should I let that happen? Besides, I am not young any more. I don’t have the same energy. All these years, I have wandered everywhere and encountered all kinds of people. From now on, I just want to stay in one place . . . Let’s say I live for another twenty years. I can spend those years as happily as I have spent these past years. It is true that there are still women who could come to me if I just call them. But I won’t have the energy for all this in the future. My brothers won’t leave me in peace. They’d constantly harass me. You should see how my brothers’ sons look at me. With so much hatred. As if I had somehow appropriated the wealth that ought to have gone to them.’

Kali had a difficult time believing this change in his uncle. He said, ‘Are you really going to get married at this advanced age? Or is this one of those stories you entertain us with?’ He was both amazed at and unsure of his uncle’s decision.

But Nallayyan said, ‘Kaliyappa, do you think of the stuff I tell you as mere stories? It is all true. I told you all that my brothers’ wives came to me and bared their breasts, didn’t I? In fact, I did not reveal everything. I didn’t want to be indelicate since your mother and wife were present. Let me tell you what really happened. One of the wives came to me at night and lay down on the cot with me. She said, “I will do whatever you want. Let us go and transfer the property to my sons’ names first thing in the morning.” Do you believe that? I admit that I am a womanizer, but have I ever forced any woman to be with me, have I ever used force? I go with them if they say yes. If they say no, I go my way. I only bring and keep with me women who are like me, who are on their own and have no families. All this does not mean those brothers of mine can send their wives to me as a means to take away my inheritance. I have seen all sorts of things in the world, but this was the first time I was seeing husbands and sons pimping together. That’s when I left town. I have been roaming around from village to village. In the meantime, they have divided my land among themselves and have sowed maize. When I asked them about it, they said they did not want to let the land lie waste. If I spent the night in my own house, they will definitely kill me. That’s why I have been looking for someone to marry and have finally found this woman. One of her brothers knows me very well. He says to me, “Just say yes to marrying her. I will help you deal with anyone, no matter how powerful he is.” So I have decided to marry her. But I need your help.’

‘Me?’ said Kali. ‘How can I help you? I am overwhelmed by my own problems here.’

‘You don’t have to do anything. Just stand by me, let the village know you are on my side. Then the woman’s brothers will handle everything else. I can marry her and bring her here in just two days.’

‘But if we do that, they will call a meeting in the village and excommunicate you. They will do that to me too.’

‘Let me see who dares to do that in the village. The woman’s brothers are not only worldly-wise, they are also quite influential. They can even speak to the revenue authority and arrange for their enemies to be locked up in jail. We can even make sure no village council meeting happens on this matter. Who will demand a meeting? Only my brothers. Let me marry her and bring her here. Her brothers will stay here for a month or two after that. And if my brothers protest, we could set these fellows upon them. Then who will dare to talk? Do you know this man called Rangan in Karattur? He controls a lot of rowdies. This woman’s brothers can even send for some of those thugs. They can break legs and arms, and they can also kill. They can do everything. Don’t you worry about anything. If you love me and if you are bold enough, come with me and stand by me. If you are a coward, stay here in the barnyard. I won’t say anything further.’

Kali was quiet. He felt that his uncle had put him in a tight spot. Kali had never got involved in such matters before. These were usually part of Muthu’s repertoire, but things were such that Kali could not seek Muthu’s help now—even though Muthu would have had the best advice on such matters. Kali bit into the bitter edge of the sugar cane by mistake, and its sharp taste now spread in his mouth. How long could Kali stay silent? Nallayyan Uncle was planning to get married. He was considering becoming a family man. No one else would come forward to offer their girl in marriage to a man of his age. He could only marry the kind of woman he had now found. And he was worried his brothers might kill him. His plan sounded fair to Kali. What could go wrong in lending Uncle his support?

‘What are you thinking about, Kali? I knew you would turn out to be useless. You will think about things endlessly and just huddle up inside yourself. You have no idea how the world works. There is a woman to whom I want to transfer all my wealth if only she would say yes. Then I don’t have to worry about marriage and all that. But she has declined. Do you know where I have been these past three or four months?’

Kali set aside his thoughts, and said, ‘Where were you, Uncle?’

‘I lived with a family that herds pigs. They are foragers. Raising and herding pigs is their occupation. They would take their pigs to a certain place, and raise them there for a while. Then they would move on. Just the way we herd sheep. If they find a place that had a lake or a pond, they’d set up a hut and stay there a little longer. I lived with such a family. It is a great life, you know. We are not lucky enough to experience such a life. I knew the husband from before. I had met him in the market when he sold pig’s meat there. His wife fried the meat right there. For a price, she made excellent fried meat. You can eat it with rice or just as it is. She cooks it so well. But how will you know? You never go anywhere. The Thursday market is not only about the official market. There are stalls in the various streets and gullies outside the market area. Do you know there is a particular spot where they only sell pork? Every week, they have some twenty stalls. I have run into this family in various markets. I always bought some meat from them. I don’t know how it happened, but one day he said to me in the market, “Saami . . . do you want to come to my house?” I wondered what it was about. He said, “I have five children. I am not able to have sex with my wife like I used to. Poor thing, she is struggling. I thought I could find the right man and take him to her. I have been observing you for some time now. You seem to be a good man. Come and stay with us for ten days.” I was completely taken aback!’

‘Uncle, my ears have already been pierced! You can’t sell that story to me.’

‘Ey! If you think I am lying, come with me. They have their stall right now in Sennaankuttai. They have ten pigs and some thirty or forty piglets. I will take you there, and you can verify the story yourself. Even you will desire her once you see her. But she won’t go with men like you, let me tell you. She liked me. I went there with the idea of spending just ten days with them, but I ended up staying for four or five months. I liked her so much. He’d leave us inside the hut and quietly sit by himself outside. One day I asked him, “Doesn’t it bother you seeing your wife with another man?” And he said, “What do you mean? Why should it upset me?” I said, “You pig of a man! When I am sleeping with your wife inside the hut, what goes on in your mind?” He said, “I think she should be happy.” I wanted to write my property over to her. I said, “Keep the property. Your entire family can come and live there. I have a house and some fields. You can herd your pigs there. Or we can do some farming. All I need is some food to eat.” But she refused: “What do I need property for? The pigs are enough for me. We are used to wandering from town to town, relying on the kindness of others for our food. We are not supposed to stay put in one place.” But one thing came out of this. I learnt to herd pigs. If you call out “bababa . . . baba” they come running to you faster than little lambs. They are such affectionate creatures, pigs. Once I get married, I plan to raise five or six pigs on my farm.’

Kali was utterly confused by all this. He did not know if he should believe any of it.
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TWENTY-TWO

Kali had always had his doubts about Nallayyan Uncle’s narratives. He suspected more than half of them to be lies. He had always thought things couldn’t quite be the way his uncle portrayed them, that he was just trying to paint himself as more adventurous than he really was. But if the world was indeed the way Nallayyan described it, were things right or wrong? When he asked his uncle about it once, Nallayyan said, ‘Who are we to decide right and wrong? Something that seemed right to your father now seems wrong to you. And what seems right to you now will seem wrong to your son in the future. These are all big questions. You just do your thing and keep moving.’

On that night too, his uncle had warmed up and was eager to tell more stories. ‘Do you know of the big landlord in Semmur?’ Nallayyan asked. Kali replied that he had heard of the man. He had never been to Semmur himself, but he had heard that the family owned a palatial house and lots of land. He had also heard that they owned several horses. Fixing Kali with his gaze, Nallayyan Uncle pointedly asked, ‘Did you know that one of our children is growing up in that family?’ He could not see Kali’s face clearly, but he was hoping this piece of news would shock and scandalize him.

The feudal lord from Semmur owned several villages. In each village, he appointed his relatives and their families to oversee the management of these lands. One such family lived in Vellur. The man of the house was a cousin to the feudal lord, on his father’s side. He was in charge of five or six villages. He was immensely wealthy and was a bit of a show-off. He travelled everywhere in a horse-drawn cart. And he got off the cart wherever he felt like and wandered around on foot wherever he pleased. People who recognized him would rise and pay their respects as soon as they saw him, but he would keep walking as though he did not notice them at all. One could even spot him in the markets and streets. Sometimes he’d sit down and chat with the astrologers who had parrots pick the cards. He even sat with the man who played the small double-drum and sang folk tunes, and sold songbooks. He ate both pork and beef.

Once, Nallayyan Uncle was staying at the Mondichattiram rest house that was near Mollur. This man, the Vellur landlord, arrived there and stayed for a night. Nallayyan Uncle recognized the man, but neither the staff at the rest house nor the other guests knew who he was. When Nallayyan had got up and bowed to the landlord, the man told him firmly that his identity must not be revealed to anyone there. At night, they both lay on the rest-house porch and chatted about this and that. Then they strolled on the road in the moonlight. The man said, ‘Everyone wants the white man to leave. But look here—without the white man, we wouldn’t have this road. He has also given us trains to go from anywhere to anywhere. They say there are even ships that traverse the skies. If the white man weren’t here, our people would fight among themselves and die.’

Nallayyan Uncle did not want to argue with him, so he just said, ‘That’s true, sir.’

Then the man said, ‘I really like walking like this in the moonlight. Also, not even heaven can compare to the rest-house porch, let me tell you.’

Nallayyan Uncle nodded in agreement to that too. But he asked the man, ‘You have all the comfort you need at home. Then why do you come out here and suffer through this?’

The man replied, ‘There is so much more to this world than we know. If we think that the world is just the place where we live and the people we know, we are fools. I don’t want to be a fool, and I want to see as much of the world as I can. That’s why I travel.’

Nallayyan Uncle then asked him, ‘People say that you even eat beef . . .’

‘Why not?’ the man replied. ‘The white man eats both beef and pork, and we get up and salute him whenever we see him. But we object when our own people eat them. The people who eat beef are human beings too.’

Nallayyan Uncle got to chat a lot with the man that night. He learnt that this landlord was the first man in his house to cut off his head-knot. And he did not wear ear studs either. ‘There are thieves looking just for ear studs to steal,’ the man told Nallayyan. ‘Can anyone travel in peace wearing them? Without them, I can fearlessly go anywhere, stay anywhere. That’s why I don’t wear them.’ The man took a strong liking to Nallayyan Uncle when he found out that he too constantly wandered from town to town. He asked about all these various places, and Nallayyan obliged. The next day, he said to Nallayyan, ‘Come with me. Stay at my place for a few days.’ And Nallayyan accepted the invitation.

The landlord’s house had every conceivable comfort. Seeing all that, Nallayyan grew suspicious about the man’s habit of wandering away from all that luxury. Nallayyan had originally intended to stay in that house for four days, but he ended up staying there for a whole month. He grew familiar with the man’s family. One night, the man took Uncle to a room he had not shown him before. It was designed to host white officials and for them to drink alcohol in comfort. Nallayyan refused to drink anything. He might have had all sorts of questionable habits, but drinking was not one of them.

A long time ago, when Nallayyan was a little boy, his father had asked him to drink some alcohol. When Nallayyan took the cup close to his mouth, he inhaled its pungent odour and felt like throwing up. So he flung the alcohol away—along with the cup. His father got very angry at that and asked Nallayyan to pick up the empty cup, after which he poured some toddy into it. But the cup had cracked under the impact of being flung aside, so the toddy kept leaking. ‘You broke the cup!’ his father shouted and hit him on the head. Then he asked someone to fetch a different cup and filled it with toddy for Nallayyan to drink. However, the boy flung that one away as well. In this manner, he threw away four or five cups of toddy. His father was enraged. ‘I am asking you to drink, and you won’t? You are so disobedient!’ And he dragged the boy close, trapped him between his legs and, holding his face in a tight grip, pressed his own cup of alcohol to Nallayyan’s lips. But the boy kept his mouth firmly closed.

No matter how hard the father tried, he could not get even a drop of toddy into his son’s mouth. ‘Are you really a peasant’s son? You are a peasant only if you drink. I am not asking you to drink an old woman’s piss, am I? This is palmyra toddy. Who knows whom your mother slept with to give birth to you?’ Scolding the boy in this manner, he hit him hard with a stick. That was the first time Nallayyan ran away from the village. And, ever since, his anger at his father made him detest the idea of drinking alcohol. So from that day in his childhood, Nallayyan had not drunk even a drop of alcohol. The landlord was amazed at this fact. He said to Nallayyan, ‘I have some old white woman’s piss. Want to taste it?’

Nallayyan declined the offer, saying, ‘I cannot even bear the smell.’

The man did not force him any further. But he freely spoke his mind to Nallayyan that day. He said to him that while he might have had the freedom to wander around and see the world, there was still a big sense of lack in his life. He was childless. ‘No matter how rich you are,’ said the man, ‘it is a child who brings that special sparkle to a house. That’s the one thing lacking in this house. I have even married twice, but nothing has worked. We have also tried all sorts of medicines and prayers and rituals and magic—with no results whatsoever. That’s why I have come up with this new idea.’ Having said this, the man stopped.

Nallayyan Uncle too paused the story at this point. Kali fetched the gourd-skin pitcher from inside the hut and poured some toddy into a cup. Nallayyan Uncle said, ‘Even a toddy tapper wouldn’t have such a steady supply at his place! How did you get used to drinking this stinking nonsense?’ Kali just laughed. Nallayyan Uncle sat watching him drink, and resumed his story.

The landlord had then said to him, ‘What do we do when a cow does not get pregnant? We try mating it with a bull a few times. Then we change the bull and try again. So why not do the same with humans? What’s wrong with that? You are the new bull to have come to this house now. You have no bad habits. Just stay here for another month, and let us try doing this—mating the cow with the new bull.’ Nallayyan was stunned and didn’t know how to respond to that. The man nonetheless tried to convince him in various ways: ‘It is all just skin, this body. It is tight and firm today, but will it stay this way after ten years? It will shrink and become useless. Why worry about this body? If I did not have this landlord status and all this prestige that goes with it, I’d send them to get pregnant by anyone. But this status weighs like a heavy burden.’

Recalling that incident, Nallayyan Uncle now said, ‘I did not know how to say no to such an important man. So I did stay there for a month. Then the landlord had children. Not one, but two. One each for both wives. Now the children have grown and they travel in horse-drawn coaches.’ And thus did Nallayyan Uncle end the story.

Kali burped loudly. Nallayyan Uncle could not see his face in the dark. He whispered, ‘Don’t share this with anyone else. If it becomes known, those people will have me killed. Not just me, they will kill you too.’ Kali said nothing in response. He wondered if Nallayyan Uncle had a particular motive behind telling him this story. He sighed, and said, ‘Tell me when you want to have the wedding. We can also involve my brother-in-law Muthu in this. If he is with us, I will feel a bit more confident too.’

‘But didn’t you say your ties with them are severed for now?’ Nallayyan Uncle asked.

‘So what?’ said Kali. ‘That’s between us. He can still come to your wedding. Ponna acted impulsively and cut her ties with them.’

‘All right, then. Next week, I plan to go to the Manchaami temple in Mangoor with a group of pilgrims. I have never gone there by foot before. Do you know why my parents named me Nallayyan? Nallayyan is the clan deity for my father’s family. And Nallayyan is no one but Manchaami in Mangoor. So I want to go there and put in a good word. We can have the wedding after that.’

Kali then asked him, ‘Can I go on the pilgrimage with you, Uncle?’
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TWENTY-THREE

Ponna was not happy that Kali was setting out on this pilgrimage at a time when there was a lot of work to do in the fields. But she knew she would not be able to make him change his plans. Besides, Seerayi was actually keen that Kali went on this trip. ‘He needs to travel and see places and meet people,’ she said. ‘He can’t just be shut up in the barnyard, drinking toddy all the time. He doesn’t even know how to converse with people, does he? You were the only one who was so besotted with him. No one else seems to care for him. He needs to understand that what we get depends on what we give. So let him go. We can handle the work in the fields. I know it will be difficult for a month, but I still have some strength in this body. So we will take care of it.’

Ponna knew this was a big step for Seerayi.

‘Have a safe journey, my dear,’ said Seerayi to her son. ‘Pray to Manchaami that he should bless you with right thinking.’ And then to Nallayyan, she said, ‘I have never let him go anywhere like this. He has only roamed around the Karattur area for ten or fifteen years, but even then he was with his group of friends. Once he got married, he hasn’t gone anywhere, and this is the first time he is doing something like this. I am letting him go only because I know you are with him. Please don’t abandon him along the way and wander off on your own. Let him interact with people.’

Nallayyan Uncle laughed. ‘I understand, sister-in-law. You are setting your child down on my hip. Don’t worry. I will feed him milk at the right time, take good care of him and return him safely to you.’

Until Kali was around, neither Seerayi nor Ponna had to worry about the fields. In the wake of the temple festival, Kali had at first stopped working in the fields and would just lie on his cot and stare listlessly at the ceiling. But after Seerayi spoke to him about it several times, he had slowly resumed his tasks. Now it was winter. They couldn’t start the work early in the morning. Also, they had to finish all the work even earlier and return home before dusk. The big question was how to keep watch over the barnyard. Kali had simply said, ‘Amma, you sleep in the barn at night.’ But how could Seerayi leave Ponna alone in the house in the village? Ponna was in her final trimester, and she found it hard even to sit down and get back up. Her belly had grown quite big. The midwife had told them, looking at the size of Ponna’s belly, that it would be a boy. Ponna tried to keep herself as active as she could, so she walked around a bit and also did some cooking.

But how could Seerayi leave her alone at home in the night? Perhaps they could ask Porasa to send one of her children to keep Ponna company at night. But they were all quite young, and would fall asleep promptly at night and wake up very late in the morning. So they wouldn’t be of much use to Ponna. If she had not cut off her ties with her family, by now her parents from Adaiyur would have landed up to take care of her. They would even have brought one of their farmhands to watch over the barnyard here in Kali’s absence and taken Ponna back home with them. Whenever Seerayi ran into Vallayi in the market, they both became teary-eyed thinking about their situation. ‘She did it unthinkingly,’ mourned Vallayi. ‘Now we cannot even go and see our own daughter.’

‘The rules of separation do not apply to the farmhand,’ Seerayi once tried to persuade Ponna. ‘Shall I send for him?’

But Ponna vehemently refused. ‘The shoes we remove outside the house should stay right there,’ she insisted. ‘We don’t have to bring them into the house.’

Eventually Seerayi decided to go by Ponna’s plans, and they both moved to the barn for the time being. All they needed to take with themselves were a few pots and pans. They already had some cooking utensils in the barn, since they had cooked there in the past. There was also a spice box there. Ponna felt that they should now stay in one place and not shuttle back and forth between the house and the barnyard. She at least wanted to give it a try.

Her optimism lasted a day. It was very cold in the barnyard. The cold weather felt like needles pricking them all over their bodies. The hut was decently warm at first. But since Kali had trimmed the thatched panels on the inside to keep termites away, and because the hut did not have a wall but only thatched panels, the cold entered through the gaps. The next day, they blocked these gaps with all the palm fronds and thatched panels they could find lying about. Ponna spread two blankets on the cot and used two more blankets to cover herself on top. She also found some jute bags. She spread some of these on the cot, and also inserted her feet into one when she went to bed. Despite the chilly weather, Seerayi rose early in the morning and, wearing a jute bag over her head for protection, attended to the tasks in the cattle shed. She told Ponna not to step out of the house until it was sufficiently warm during the day. At night, they made sure they finished all the tasks before going to bed, so that they did not have to step out in the middle of the night. But despite all these preparations, Ponna was not sure how long they would last there.

She wouldn’t worry if it was just the cooking work and the chores in the cattle shed. But there were other things to do. Maize had grown tall in the fields. Kali had done the sowing late, out of step with all the other fields growing maize. So the crop was ready, with ears of corn shooting erect. They had to harvest them and bring them in safely. Seerayi was worried about this. But Kaaraan’s daughter-in-law Vengayi arrived there at just the right time. Ponna knew Vengayi from before. She must have been Ponna’s age, but she was struggling to take care of her three children. Harvest work was over in all the other fields, so Vengayi had come to see if there was any work here. The timing turned out to be perfect for Ponna.

If they employed a lot of people for the harvest, it would become difficult to oversee the work. But she could manage things with Vengayi. So she told Vengayi to come every day to work for a month. She had to start work in the fields in the morning. Then at midday, she could drink some water-soaked leftovers right there and keep working. And she could leave before sunset. One rupee a day was what she was paid. Ponna became confident that she could get the work done with Vengayi’s help. She first decided to streamline things in the barnyard. She asked Vengayi to carry two pots and two large-mouthed earthen pots and place them close to the well where they draw and release water. This way, they could fill them up with water right there. She also set aside a pot for Vengayi’s use. Seerayi would draw water from the well and pour it into Vengayi’s pot. Vengayi would carry it to the larger pots and tubs and fill them up. The oxen and the cows grazed in the pastures out by the fields. They could bring them to the well for water. In this manner, Ponna simplified the task of carrying several pots of water and walking the length and breadth of the barnyard. These tasks were easier for Kali. Every day, they needed at least twenty pots of water. How many could Seerayi carry?

Ponna made one more useful change. She asked for the cattle to be tied up in the vacant field. This way they only had to clear out the dung they had dropped on the floor of the cattle shed at night. It had been quite a while since the two oxen had been put to work, but Kali really pampered them. He did not pay much attention to the cows. It had been seven or eight months since he had used the oxen to operate the picotah, or even the bullock cart. The last time they were put to work was when he ploughed the fields to sow maize. They just lay about lazily in the shade of the portia tree, chewing the cud. Ponna took them out in the morning and tied them up on the mud road in an elevated corner. They were very gentle creatures; even a child could drag them along by the rope. They grazed all day, and at night she fed them ragi sheaths. The oxen were not very fond of the latter; they chewed the husks and left the stem untouched.

Kali could have planted ragi that year, but he had lost interest in everything then. No kambu millets either. Maize is all they had managed to sow. And only the white kind. All this meant that they had to buy provisions for their domestic use.

Ponna also moved the sheep enclosure outside. She wondered why Kali had kept everything right inside the barn. As she went about doing these things in his absence, she found herself brimming with ideas. He had organized things to suit his convenience, but that wouldn’t be convenient for the womenfolk. Ponna moved the sheep enclosure out to a spot she could keep an eye on from the barn, and also tied up the dog out there. If anyone happened to walk nearby, the dog would bark. She also placed the sickle, the spear and some thick clubs in various strategic spots. This way, they could be ready for a snake as well as any intruder.

Soon Ponna got really engrossed in making further changes in and around the barn. So far Kali had done most things himself. And the women carried out the tasks he had set for them. But now everything appeared in a new light to Ponna. While Seerayi was happy at Ponna’s initiatives, she also warned her, ‘Kali might not like all these changes, Ponna.’

Ponna said, ‘We are not changing too much. If he does not like any of this, he can always change them back to his way. But the fact remains that for this one month we have to do all the work here.’

The only fields that were unused were the two beside the well. Together, they were about an acre. The only thing growing in one of them were the brinjal plants. The fields had been left vacant for planting ragi or chillies. In fact, as soon as they walked outside, opening the thatched gate to the barnyard, they set foot right on one of these vacant fields. The well was in the adjacent plot. Why did Kali set up the barn at the very edge of the fields? Ponna felt that things would have been easier had he set it up right next to the well.

When a person takes over someone else’s tasks, it is natural for them to reorganize things and even to feel the previous person had not been doing things right. She told herself that she shouldn’t criticize his work. He had organized things the way they worked for him. That was the right way for him. And this was the right way for Seerayi and herself. The empty plots were useful to keep the cattle tied up and to house the sheep enclosure. The rest of the three acres were lush with maize. Ponna wanted to make sure they got the best of that maize crop. She asked Vengayi to harvest the maize ears that they could see in the fields adjacent to the vacant plots. The job took only a day to complete. The next day she asked Vengayi to cut the maize stalks from the same fields. Seerayi too joined Vengayi that day. As she cut the maize stalks, she said to Vengayi, ‘Her way of doing this is just like Kali’s. She never tells you what is in her mind. Only when you complete a task do you get to see what she had been planning.’
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The women harvested the maize from the two fields, tied it up in bundles and dropped them all in the unused plot of land to dry.

Ponna then sent for Vengayi’s husband, Chinnaan, to set the picotah and draw water the next day. There was plenty of water in the well. Had Kali planted ragi and used the water for the crop, there wouldn’t be so much water left in it. But he hadn’t, so all the water was stored up in there. Now, for one week, they’d need to irrigate the fields from which they had harvested maize stalks. It would make the crop shoot up again from the root. And since there was also the winter’s moisture in the air, both fields would see a good crop. The oxen cooperated with Chinnaan and made it easier for him to use the picotah and irrigate the channels. In addition to watering the fields, they also irrigated the brinjal patch and the coconut trees. They even quickly filled up all the vats and tubs with water.

Even though Ponna did not do any of the work herself, everything happened according to her plans. In an unguarded moment, it occurred to Seerayi, ‘Even if he had died, Ponna would have managed the farm work well.’ But she stopped and chastised herself right away for that thought. The womenfolk might be able to do the farming, but was that enough? Kali’s presence in the fields was like the deity Karunchaami himself guarding them. There is a saying: ‘Even if the woman is as strong as an elephant, she still needs a husband, even if he is meek as a cat.’ There was some truth to it, wasn’t there?

The night they watered the two fields, Ponna said, ‘Atthai, let us build a hut with a wall right here in the barnyard. Perhaps we can just live here from now on?’ The thought had occurred to Seerayi as well, but she wasn’t sure how it would all work out.

Ponna said, ‘I think we should get used to living here in the barnyard, Atthai. Maama will soon get used to travelling a lot. Then you and I will have to run back and forth between the house and here. Why struggle? We can do all the cooking here. We can store all the dried grains in the village house. When Maama is here, you can sleep in the house. He is not going to kill me if I stay here. I no longer care if he talks to me or not. Let him do as he pleases. I will live right here.’

‘How will you both live here, not even looking at each other’s faces? He refuses even to speak to us. How will you handle him?’

‘I don’t know if my husband will come and see the child once it is born. I don’t know if he will pick up the child in his arms. I don’t know if he will think of himself as the father and play and talk to the baby. I don’t know if my child is blessed with the chance to sit on its father’s shoulder. This child is coming very late into our lives. Perhaps it has to rely entirely on its mother. If I stayed in the village, people will ask why my husband hasn’t come to see the baby. What will I tell them? We are already racking our brains to come up with plausible excuses and explanations. But if I moved here, we won’t have to say anything to anyone. I can be at peace. If anyone wants to know what is going on between us, he can tackle them himself. That’s why I want to move here.’ Ponna’s voice cracked as she made her case.

Seerayi teared up, listening to this. ‘Don’t worry, Ponna. Your child is blessed. All the curses that are on this family are coming to an end, you will see. When Kali tried to hang himself, I thought that was the end of this family. But he lived. And I understood from that. Only good things for us from now on. Be strong. We can move to the barnyard like you say. I don’t know why women in the village are itching to find out what is happening in our family. They are so restless, as if some lizard has wriggled into their saris. If we live in the village house, we will have to respond to all their queries. Yours is a good idea. Let us consult him once he returns and build a wall for this hut?’

But Ponna had a clear idea of what she wanted to do. ‘No, Atthai. Let us build a new cottage here before he comes back. There is a lot of space in the northern corner. We can build one there. If we consult him, he might even say no. But if we build it now, what can he do after he comes back? Will he tear it apart? Or will he chase us away with a club? And so what if he does? There are plenty of branches on the portia tree.’

‘Look here!’ said Seerayi fiercely. ‘That’s the kind of talk I don’t want to hear. You have been seeing my struggle for the past eight months. Things are now taking a turn for the better. Please don’t do anything to ruin them. I am too old to raise a baby on my own. We have to go on living somehow. Nothing will happen to Kali. His uncle will speak to him and give him some perspective. Just watch him when he gets back from this pilgrimage. Do you think that deity Manchaami will let him return the way he went there? If he did, what’s the point in his sitting there as a deity? All right. About the cottage . . . That will be a lot of work. How can we women manage all that?’

Ponna stayed silent for a little while. Then she replied, ‘Send my brother a message. He needn’t come himself. He can send one of his men with four cartloads of sand, two loads of stones and all that. We have our own cart here, so we can send that. My brother will arrange for sacks of sand to be sent. As for dried palmyra husks, there is plenty of it right under the bales of kambu stalks. For the central beam, we can use that portia branch that was cut down.’

‘Oh, dear girl,’ said Seerayi happily. ‘I am glad you are talking about your family. I worried that you had completely forgotten about them. The other day you referred to them as slippers. They are the only relatives we really have, and I was anxious we will lose them too. I wonder how poor Muthu is. He got beaten up so badly by Kali, but never complained about it to anyone. Like a mute man with a dream to tell, Muthu kept it all to himself. I just have to send him a message today, he will send the person tomorrow.’

‘We can’t just leave the slippers outside the house forever, can we?’ said Ponna. ‘We have to put them back on when needed.’

Seerayi said, ‘All right! But listen, there is one thing I don’t like about your idea. Let us get rid of that cut-up branch of the portia tree. Let’s not use it for the cottage. There is a dried palm tree by the roadside. We can cut that up for the roof frame. Or, we can use the portia branch as firewood to heat water this winter.’

‘Why waste such a big branch?’ replied Ponna with a flash of resentment. ‘If we use it for the cottage, every time he looks up at it, he will remember that that’s the branch he tried to hang himself on.’

Seerayi said, ‘Don’t talk like that, Ponna. Everyone makes mistakes. If you ask Uncle Nallayyan, he will say there is nothing inherently wrong. When one looks up the ceiling, they must be able to have good thoughts. You might even get back together soon. Then when you look up at this branch, it will hurt your feelings. It will constantly remind you of what you wish to forget. So let us not do that.’

Ponna remained silent. Seerayi was determined not to let them use that wood for the cottage. The very next day Seerayi sent word with Kaaraan and asked Muthu to meet her at the banyan tree on the mud road. She and Vengayi were working in the fields that day, plucking ears of corn, when Kaaraan returned with Muthu’s response. She carried a basket of corn and spread them on the rock in the field. She then walked up the mud road. Walking past four or five fields, she came to the large banyan tree. Muthu was sitting underneath the tree. Plenty of birds were roosting on it, creating a ruckus. Muthu was listening to their cacophony, thinking about how the birds must have set out very early, even when it was still dark, to look for food, and they must have returned before the day grew hot, and were now happily singing and chatting among themselves.

What else but happiness could these birds experience? Well, it is possible that they fell sick sometimes. They might even be sad that they didn’t find food. But none of that was a hurdle to happiness. He was delighted to see them chirping and playing intimately with each other. He started looking closely at the kinds of birds that were on that tree. He could see crows and cuckoos right away. Cuckoos sense immediately that they are being observed, and so they hide. Then he spotted mynahs, sparrows, pigeons, and he also saw some birds he was not familiar with. When he hunted birds in the woods sometimes, he would think that he knew all the various kinds of birds. But now he saw that there were some he did not recognize. There was a certain delight in encountering the unfamiliar. Muthu felt like climbing up the tree and sitting there on a branch with those birds. But would they accept him?

He was brought back from his thoughts by Seerayi’s voice calling out, ‘Muthayya!’ He had gone very thin. He was more upset about Kali’s treatment of him than about Ponna breaking off her ties with them. Muthu constantly thought about what he could say to Kali that would wash away his anger, make him understand. Would Kali accept Ponna and the child? Muthu got drunk every day. He did not listen to anyone’s advice. Seerayi was shocked to see Muthu in that state. Was this the same Muthu who used to take delight in talking to people? She stared at him, distressed.

‘Muthayya, what has happened to you?’ she said. ‘Our family problems have shaken you to the core. So many people have had to suffer on account of us. You gave your sister in marriage to him. You wanted them to be happy. All those good wishes have not gone to waste, I assure you. All is going to be well. Ponna herself said to me, “Speak to my brother.” Kali too will come around. You are the only friend he has. One of these days, he will fall at your feet and ask for your forgiveness, I know. Please don’t lose heart. The well-being of both families depends on your well-being. Once the child is born, we will have you, the maternal uncle, hold the child on your lap when they pierce its earlobes. You need to be there on that day, the proud maternal uncle to the child. How can you let yourself go like this? Kali, that dog! He has also been drinking a lot. But we make sure he eats on time. Here in the barnyard, neither he nor the dog has much work to do. So he will eat promptly. I hear you get drunk and lie about here and there. Please don’t do that, dear boy. Please take care of your health. Your sister says to me, “Just talk to my brother about it. He will get it done.” And very soon Kali too will seek you out. We should never lose heart. If I had given up on things and lost hope, would I have survived?’

She then explained what she wanted to see him about. Listening to her, happiness spread over Muthu’s face. Right then, some sparrow shit fell on his head. He touched his head and took it to be a good omen.
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It usually took pilgrims ten days to get to Mangoor. Then they spent one full day there in addition to the day of their arrival. And then it was another ten full days to return. But it might take even longer if the itinerary included other temples nearby.

Kali had no difficulty walking the distance, but Nallayyan Uncle did. So Kali slowed himself down for his uncle. There were lots of pilgrims along the way, walking in groups—men, women and children, all in various kinds of groups. But there was such happiness on all their faces. They halted in the shade of tamarind trees, brought out their pots and pans and did their cooking. There were wells by the roadside, and people gathered around them to have a wash. And the farmers who owned these wells did not complain or turn people away and instead just went about their business of drawing water and irrigating their fields. Each village en route had shelters on the roadside offering free drinking water to travellers, and these shelters were constructed with thatched palm fronds that still retained their fresh, green fragrance. And water collected in large pots, with people standing by, offering cups of water to the pilgrims. These shelters also had bamboo pipes on one side, and some travellers drank water from these pipes by receiving it in the cupped palms of their hands. In some villages, people had got together and were offering free food to the pilgrims. In addition to all this, there were also separate spots where the big landowners were offering food to the travellers. Sweet panagam and diluted buttermilk were also available in various places. Kali walked along the path, amazed at all these sights and the sounds of people’s constant chatter that felt like the cawing of crows.

Until then, Kali had only heard that some people undertook this walk holding aloft a kavadi, a decorated arch stretched over a pole that devotees carried on their shoulders. He had not known that it was such an important promise and offering. In each group, there was at least one person carrying a kavadi. Wherever there were temples on the way, the crowds stopped for a while, and some ritual dancing ensued. Some villages in the area had their own Manchaami shrines. And there were groups from these places, with pilgrims carrying kavadis, that travelled with their own drummers. At regular intervals, these groups launched into dances, accompanied by the drums. Kali and Nallayyan Uncle had joined the group from Semmoor. There were thirty-two people in it. Since they walked at different speeds, they had arranged to gather together every few days in one or another of the rest houses along the way. They’d spend the night in these places. Some preferred to sleep outside under the trees.

While some carried large sacks, some, like Kali, carried small bags. All he had in his bag were two blankets. Nallayyan Uncle had told him that that was all they would need. Nallayyan was used to travelling light. ‘The whole point of travelling is not to carry burdens. If we insist on carrying everything, we might as well stay put. Our people have the desire to travel, but they don’t know how. Come with me. I will show you all sorts of people.’

Pointing to a man who walked with a large bundle on his head and two other bundles on his shoulders, he said, ‘He is like a load-bearing rock. We can place as much weight as we want on him. It will stay rock solid, but it will be very difficult to move it.’ Then he pointed to a man who carried a large bundle on his back, and said, ‘He is a donkey. He can carry things, but he knows nothing else. A donkey is happy as long as it finds a place where it can be by itself.’ Then he directed Kali’s attention to a man who carried a lot of pots and pans and was walking with his family. About him, Nallayyan said, ‘Look at him carefully. He is basically carrying his entire household on his head. No matter where he goes, he can never set that burden down. I cannot show you worse idiocy than this.’ Kali laughed at all these remarks.

Nallayyan Uncle sometimes chatted up fellow travellers. He approached a man who was clad in a dhoti that covered his entire legs, a shawl that draped his torso and a large kerchief tied over his head, and asked him, ‘Where are you headed? To the fancy hospital of the white man?’ And the man replied, laughing, ‘Well, I do want to go there, but my body does not cooperate.’ Nallayyan Uncle said, ‘True. You might desire it, but you can’t. You are getting old, aren’t you?’ Everyone laughed at this exchange.

Since Kali and Nallayyan were new to this pilgrimage, they found it easy to talk and chat with everyone. But Nallayyan happened to know a lot of people there. Even people from other villages approached him and chatted him up. One elder teased him with great liberty, ‘What a surprise! The dog who’d sleep and eat and hang about anywhere has now set out on a pilgrimage to see Manchaami!’

Nallayyan did not mind. He said, ‘Thatha, you old man, the sheep can roam around anywhere they want during the day, but they have to return to the fold at nightfall, don’t they? And the dog too must return home at that time if it wants to eat, mustn’t it? Otherwise, it’d have to go hungry the entire day. So now it is time to feed the dog and tie it up in the sheep enclosure. That’s the reason.’

Nallayyan walked very slowly. It took immense patience on Kali’s part to slow himself down on his uncle’s account. But there were times when they speeded up a little. In another place, they saw a man walking with his little daughter. He carried her on his shoulders for a while. She was around six or seven years old. How far could he carry her on his shoulders? So he’d set her down to walk with him every now and then, distracting her with stories. But the moment the story was finished, she demanded to be lifted up and carried on his shoulders again. Kali felt bad looking at them, but he was also moved at how lovingly the father spoke to his child, using many endearments. ‘Muthaayi! My little piece of gold. Chellayi! Muruvaayi!’

Kali asked him, ‘What have you named her?’

The man smiled as he replied, ‘Manjaatha.’ Kali said, ‘But you never called her that even once!’ And the man explained, ‘She was born to us after appealing to Manchaami. Seven years ago, her mother conceived her when she went to the midday rituals at the temple. It is the deity himself who is born to us in the form of this child. We can call that god by various names. How lovely it is that we can do that! There might be one god, but the names are many. As for us, this little one is our goddess. That’s why I call her by all these names of deities.’

Kali did not know how to respond to that. His uncle came closer to him and explained, ‘See, she was born after praying to the deity.’ Kali lifted the little girl and carried her on his shoulders. Her father now walked beside Kali, saying, ‘Her mother too always walked this route with us every year. But now she is unwell. She was wounded by a thorn in her feet and now has her feet bandaged. She said to me, “This year, Manchaami does not want to see me. You take the girl and show her to him.” So here I am. We need to show Manchaami that we are taking good care of the child he gave us, don’t we?’

Nallayyan was walking a little ahead of them. So Kali now asked the man directly, ‘Don’t you feel bad that this is a child born through those prayers?’

The man said, ‘Who are we to discriminate between god’s creatures? Who does not have a lack in their lives? Everyone does. For some it is something physical—some physical suffering you can directly witness. But there are some others that you can’t. I mean, if someone has a limp, you can see it. If someone is deaf, you find that out by talking to them. But if someone has ulcers, how would you know? If someone has a problem in their arse, how would you even know? You’d know if you lived with them. Likewise, point out to me one person who is without worries. Everyone has their own form of suffering. But what the gods offer are ways to remove these sufferings. They tell us, “Do this and be rid of your suffering.” If the gods themselves have given us these ways, why should we humans have a problem with that? I have no worries and concerns now. The deity has given me the joy of carrying and playing with this child. My only concern is that I need to take good care of what god has given me.’

Kali walked quite a distance carrying that little girl on his shoulders. The father said, ‘Please set her down. She can walk a little way.’

And the child said, ‘I will walk only if you tell me a story.’

Her father said, ‘All right, I will,’ and started a story. It was the one about the new bridegroom who ate sesame flour.

Kali walked alongside, listening to the story. Once the story ended, he walked a little faster and joined his uncle. When he told him that he had been listening to that story, his uncle said, ‘Do you know that there is more to that story?’ and started telling him the rest of the story. The others who were walking close by listened to this story too.
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Thus went the story the father told his little girl:

There was this man in this village. He got married and went to his mother-in-law’s house. He was a little shy, because, after all, he was a new mapillai, a new son-in-law. In the course of her cooking, his mother-in-law pounded some sesame seeds. He found the smell very appetizing and he wanted to eat some of that flour, but he was too shy to ask. When she finished pounding, the mother-in-law asked him, ‘Mapillai, would you like to eat some sesame flour?’ But he was still quite shy, so he said, ‘No, no, thank you.’ They offered it to him repeatedly. His father-in-law asked him if he would like to eat some sesame flour. He declined. His two brothers-in-law offered it to him. He declined again. His sister-in-law asked him. He still said no. Then his wife too invited him to partake of some sesame flour. He said no to her too. He said no to all of them. But late that night, he still kept thinking about that sesame flour. The smell still wafting from the stone grinder did not help matters. He didn’t know what to do. He waited for everyone to go to bed. His cot was on the porch. Once everyone had gone to bed, he walked over to the grinding stone, put his head into the stone’s pit and licked it. The fragrance and the sweetness enchanted him and he kept licking. He put his head in further and continued licking away. And then his head got caught in the pit of the grinding stone! No matter how hard he tried, he could not extricate himself. Thankfully, his mother-in-law stepped out of the house to relieve herself in the backyard. She saw him in his ordeal, called for help and pulled his head out safely. Then she brought him a ball of sesame flour to eat, and he ate it with much gusto.

And this is what Uncle Nallayyan added to the tale:

One version goes thus. After they had managed to safely extricate his head from the pit of the grinding stone, the mother-in-law brought him a ball of sesame flour, and said, ‘I offered it to you so many times earlier, and you said no. You could have eaten a little then, couldn’t you?’ But the son-in-law declined even then. He protested, ‘I don’t really like sesame flour, Atthai. I just did not want all that flour in the grinding stone to go to waste. That’s why I wanted to lick it clean.’

But there is another version too. The son-in-law had his head caught in the grinding stone, and was struggling to pull himself out. A little calf happened to be nearby, tied to a pole. The man was not wearing a loincloth inside this veshti. So when he wriggled himself to set his head free, his penis swayed in full view. When the calf saw that, it mistook the penis for a cow’s udder and started sucking on it. The penis grew hard and big. It was at that precise moment that the man’s mother-in-law happened to step outside. She too became excited at the sight of the penis. She moved the calf away and tied it up at a distance. Then she started sucking her son-in-law’s penis and did not let go until she milked it dry.
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Everybody laughed when Uncle finished telling the story. But one man said, ‘We shouldn’t be telling such stories when we are on our way to a temple, should we?’ The others too now looked as if they agreed with the man. Kali felt the same way too.

‘All right,’ said Nallayyan Uncle. ‘I won’t talk like that. It has been three days since we set out on this journey. We are all walking barefoot over dust and grime, enduring many difficulties. We shiver in the cold at night. Now tell me, does none of you wonder how lovely it would be to sleep cuddling your wife or some other woman?’

No one responded. Everyone walked in silence.

For the past two nights, Ponna had been slipping into Kali’s blanket at night. Even when he sent her away, saying, ‘Didn’t I make it clear that I do not want you? Go away,’ the cold weather kept bringing her back into his blanket. And he was able to fall asleep only when he stopped resisting, and embraced her. But Kali was not sure what he thought of his uncle speaking so frankly to everyone. One or two people moved away, disgusted. But Nallayyan Uncle just said, ‘Naïve fellows! They wouldn’t even know where their mouths need to go. They are like newborns who haven’t even opened their eyes!’ Perhaps those men shared Nallayyan Uncle’s story and remarks with others walking ahead, because now more men walked over and joined this group. ‘There will always be a crowd for this kind of banter. They’d pretend to dislike it, but see how they are coming to us now,’ Uncle whispered in Kali’s ears.

Nallayyan Uncle then asked everyone loudly, ‘How many wives does Mangoor Manchaami have?’

Some people replied in unison, ‘Three.’

When he asked, ‘Who is the first wife?’ some said, ‘Vangi,’ a few said, ‘Thembi,’ and yet others said, ‘Thiruni.’ Kali was familiar with all three names, but he did not know which one of them was the deity’s first wife.

Nallayyan Uncle explained. ‘Thembi was the first one. Her parents, who are gods themselves, married her to Manchaami. But do you know who Thembi is? She is the daughter of Ravanasura, the king of the entire demon world. She was such a fine bride for Manchaami. But Thembi and he could not have children even after several years of marriage. What is a hundred years for us is a single day for the gods. They waited a hundred years, hoping a child would be born. But nothing happened. Then, having decided to find a wife for Manchaami from a more modest background, Manchaami’s family approached a fisher family and found Vangi as the second wife for him. They too waited for a hundred years, but were unable to produce a child. Then he decided to marry for a third time, and found Thiruni. This time, too, they waited a hundred years, but to no avail. He had married three women but he still could not have a child. He wondered what he could do. Then he thought of consulting his father, the god who fed and took care of the entire world. His father laughed, and said, “So it took you so long to come to me?”

‘He said, “Manchaya, try to remember. There was something you did when you were a little boy. You went to the woods one day for a hunt. There, you heard the sounds of someone slurping water from a stream. You assumed it was some kind of a beast. You are skilled at marking a perfect aim with your lance just by hearing your prey; you don’t even have to see it. So you threw your lance in that direction. But it was not a wild animal, it was a mother who had been feeding her little child some water. Your lance pierced that little child’s heart. And that mother had to witness the painful death of her own child. You quickly revealed yourself in your divine form to her. But although she realized you were a god, she still cursed you, saying that you shall never have a child of your own. She then pulled out the lance from her child’s body and killed herself by plunging it into her own heart. You did not take her curse seriously, because you thought a mere human’s curse could not affect a god. Then you forgot all about it.

‘“But we know that the curse laid by someone at the moment of their death will always come true. So your mother ran to the woman right away and begged that you had done this unknowingly and that you needed to be protected from this curse. To which, the woman said before she died, ‘You are the people who protect those like us. Your son Manchaami lives on a hillock. The day he blesses people from a thousand hillocks, the curse will lift and he will be able to have a child.’” Then the father god said to Manchaami, “Go and dwell on a thousand hillocks. Then you will be able to have children.” Since then, Manchaami has been climbing one hillock after another, blessing people. But he has not managed to climb a thousand of them yet. That’s why he is still childless.’

People who heard this story from Nallayyan Uncle remarked, ‘We have been going to the temple for all these years, but we did not know this story.’

Kali said to his uncle, ‘Chithappa, you just made up this story, didn’t you?’

To which his uncle replied, ‘You are such an ignorant fellow. All this is written in our sacred texts. Let me know if you would like to read it for yourself. I will bring you a copy.’

Kali said, ‘But I can’t read.’

‘Nor can I,’ said Nallayyan Uncle. ‘But I have heard these stories from the elders.’

As they walked past Odaiyur, they only encountered vacant fields. They weren’t even sure if many of the villages were inhabited at all. But the lands were all fenced up, just the way Kali had maintained a fence around his barnyard. Even a small piece of land in this place had its own fence. Some fields showed signs of past harvests. Sheep were grazing here and there. After this point, there were fewer villages closer to the road. But those who had walked this path several times were able to tell everyone where water and food could be found next. So they had to plan their walk accordingly thereon. No one walked alone in these parts. They walked together in a group.

Kali and Nallayyan Uncle walked with the old man from Semmur for an entire day. It seemed as though Nallayyan was not his usual braggart self when in the elder man’s company.

‘How many years have you been undertaking this pilgrimage, Thathayyan?’ Kali asked the old man.

‘Do you see that man carrying his little daughter over his shoulder?’ began the old man. ‘I have sat like that on my father’s shoulders and travelled this path. Since then, I have gone every single year. Sometimes my sons join me. But whether anyone joins me or not, I set off on the journey at this time of the year. One year, my wife gave birth around the same time, but I still went on this pilgrimage and saw my child only upon my return. And one year my mother died when I was away on this visit to the temple. I visited her grave only ten days after her death. She died on a full moon day, and I took it as Manchaami taking her back to himself. Somehow this journey always makes me happy. I have come to know so many people because of this. They all invite me to visit them. And I do. Most of my time goes by in these visits.’

The elderly man had a very feeble voice. Kali had to walk very close to him to be able to hear him. A blanket and a bowl were all he carried. ‘Wherever I go, I receive food in this bowl. That way, I will have a little food to eat later even if I have to spend a night alone somewhere.’

Kali asked him, ‘Is Thathayyan your name?’

The man laughed, and said, ‘My name is Manchaami. For many years now, people have been calling me Thathayyan.’

That night they stayed in a village beyond Veerur. They lay down under a tamarind tree, but they could not sleep. It was a very cold night. Then they lit a bonfire to keep warm. Along that path, as far as their eyes could see, they spotted several bonfires. As they settled around the fire, someone mentioned the story that Nallayyan Uncle had told them earlier. The old man laughed hearing this and said to Kali, ‘Your uncle always had some such story to tell.’

One of the men then narrated Nallayyan’s version of the story of the son-in-law eating the sesame flower, and remarked, ‘How could somebody tell such a story, Thathayyan?’

Nallayyan defended himself right away. ‘All stories have such a version, let me tell you. I know so many of them. Why don’t you tell me a story? I will tell you a bawdy version of your story too.’

The man got angry at this, and said in a challenging tone, ‘Why don’t you try that with the kozhukattai story?’

‘You mean the Atthiribaccha dumpling story, right?’ said Nallayyan, launching into his tale.

‘There was once a man who did not even know how a kozhukattai looked. He had travelled to some place, and there, someone served him a kozhukattai. He loved it. He asked them what the dish was called and decided that he would ask his wife to make it for him as soon as he returned home. But since it was a completely new name to him, he kept repeating to himself, “Kozhukattai, kozhukattai . . .” all the way back. On the way, he had to cross a small canal by leaping across it. While leaping, he exclaimed, “Ayy! Atthiribaccha!” and landed on the other side. But now he forgot the word “kozhukattai”. He tried his best to recollect it, but he couldn’t. Once he reached home, he said to his wife, “They had cooked that dish there. I ate it. It was very good. You make it for me too. I want to eat it.” But his wife had no clue what “it” was. So she asked him. He thought he was beginning to recollect the name of the dish, but he got it wrong. So he said, “That one, monnachi—make it for me.” The word he had used meant “the stupid one”. For a moment, the wife wondered if her husband was insulting her. Just to be sure, she asked him to repeat the word. He said, “Make monnachi for me. That’s what they called it there.” She asked all her neighbours, but they only laughed at the name. They had no idea how to make monnachi. But everyone from the village dropped by just to hear him say that word. He kept saying “monnachi”, and they all laughed at him. He beat his wife for making him the laughing stock of the entire village. He hit her so badly that her bruised body swelled up all over. An old woman from the village took a look at the wife’s swellings, and scolded him, “You monnaya! You idiot! How could you hit her like this? Her body has swollen up like a kozhukattai!” Hearing that, he started jumping up and down, and said, “That’s the one! What you just said!” The old woman laughed. “You mean when I called you ‘monnaya,’ the limp one?” But the wife understood what he meant. “You mean kozhukattai?” she asked. He said, “Yes, yes!” and jumped in joy. From then on, he became known as “the limp one” in the village.’

Everyone laughed. The man who had challenged Nallayyan for another version of the story was now speechless. Then people started mentioning the stories they knew and asked if those stories too had similarly vulgar renditions.

‘Every story does,’ said Nallayyan. ‘I can tell you one for each of your stories.’

Thathayyan, the elder, said, ‘Whatever we consider the right way, there will always be something that is the direct opposite of that. Like Nallayyan said, every story has its counter. Young men used to tell these stories. But this is how it is generally. If we set a norm, there will always be a way to violate it. The norm is what looks clear and bright to us. The violation is hidden and hushed.’

Kali sat pondering those words for quite a while that night.
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TWENTY-SEVEN

When Kali returned from his pilgrimage, everything in the barnyard appeared new and unfamiliar to him. He was not sure if this newness was in the place itself or simply in the way he was now looking at it.

It was daytime when they arrived from the trip. Nallayyan Uncle left for his house, but he told Kali that he would come right back to the barnyard. He was too afraid to spend the night at his own house. He had planned to set out in a day or two, go to his prospective bride’s house and get the wedding fixed for sometime in the month of Vaigasi. The pilgrimage had kindled a state of happiness in Kali. His mind was filled with memories of bathing in the Vinnaga river and shouting ‘Manchaami!’ at the temple. There were many other memories too. He had spent pretty much an entire month like a wandering mendicant. He had been relieved to find that he could expel everything else from his mind for a while and just go on a pilgrimage like that. And he had already made up his mind to speak to Ponna as soon as he returned.

There were all kinds of people inhabiting this world. What had Ponna done that was so terrible? Why should he make her suffer so much? Next year, if possible, he should take her on the pilgrimage. But if Ponna went with him on the journey, who would take care of the child? He remembered the man who carried his six-year-old daughter over his shoulders. The man said, ‘Every word my child speaks is a wonder to me.’ That father also addressed his child so lovingly in so many different ways. He had no frustrations, no tiredness, no complaints. And Kali had also met an elderly man who had been undertaking that pilgrimage for seventy years but who said each year’s journey was new, that it was never boring or repetitive. How many kinds of people Kali had met on that journey! Even his uncle, Nallayyan Chithappa, was like a whole other person during that trip. Once he was with a crowd, he became a member of that crowd.

At first, Kali was tense at the prospect of talking to strangers. But Nallayyan Uncle had said, ‘They are people too, my boy!’ and jumped right in. When Kali asked his uncle, ‘How do you move so freely among unfamiliar people?’ he had said, ‘How else do you make unfamiliar people familiar?’ Nallayyan Uncle was met with warmth wherever he went.

The hillock in Mangoor was smaller than the one in Karattur. So it was quite easy to scale. But the crowd was massive. The throngs kept pushing others forward in the temple. There was going to be a long wait before they could see the deity dressed as a demon. Some people said, ‘If we see the deity naked save for the loincloth, that’s how our life will turn out too. Let us wait and see him in demon’s attire.’ But Nallayyan Uncle said, ‘We are already in that state, in our loincloths. How could it get worse? Perhaps we will be stripped of even this? So what?’ And he took Kali to see the deity right away.

Manchaami was beautiful no matter when and how they looked at him. It felt like both his lips and his heart smiled together. But Kali was not contented with that vision of the deity. He waited for the deity to be adorned in demon’s attire. Nallayyan Uncle said, ‘The deity is right in front of us. If we say to him, “I will look at you only if you come to me wearing different clothes, would that god come to you again?”’ But Kali was not bothered. He made his uncle go with him to see the deity attired as a demon.

A majority of the devotees got their heads tonsured. Kali did too. He had thick, long hair. He had heard from his mother that they had had his head tonsured once when he was a child. But after that, she had told him, seeing his hair grow thick and dark, she did not promise hair as an offering to any deity. After all those years, this was the first time he was getting a tonsure. It felt like a huge burden had been removed from his head.

His uncle asked him, smiling, ‘Have you set down your burdens?’

Kali replied, also smiling, ‘All of it.’

‘Don’t wear your hair in a tuft from now on. Get a shorter cut,’ his uncle said to him.

Kali too wanted that. But the barber in the village wouldn’t know how to crop his hair properly. Kali would have to go to the shop in the market.

Nallayyan Uncle said, ‘Go to the riverside in Karattur. There are barbers who have set shop there all along the road. They sit there, with a rock for a chair for the customer, and they call out, “Shave! Crop! Tonsure!” It will only cost you eight annas, and they will do it the way you want it. These days, the fashion is Bhagavathar crop—to get it cut like a musician. I get mine cut very close. That’s what keeps my head from itching. But you are a young man, you should get the musician cut.’

On their return journey, they stopped briefly at some of the temples on the way. The entire trip gave Kali a major sense of accomplishment.

The fields he had come back to now weren’t the ones he had left behind. When he had left, the fields were covered with white corn ears. Now all he could find there were just a few stray sheaths carried by the wind. The fields welcomed him like a vast, free expanse. Two of the plots looked green and lush with some crop coming up after the first round of harvesting. He walked closer, happily, to take a look. He could see that someone had dug water channels to those fields and had irrigated them. They had also fenced the plots with thorny karuvela twigs, perhaps to protect this second harvest from the sheep. He could see a few large pots of water next to the well. So he walked there to see the changes. Pots and tubs. And signs of cattle having been tethered nearby. How did these fields get renewed? He had left here thinking that the ears of corn would have to wait for him to return. He had worried that they might stay out in the fields a little too long and the corn might start to peel. But he had consoled himself that he could always do a better and timely job the year after. As for the brinjal patch, the shelter he had made was still intact and the plants were doing very well.

Now he grew disconcerted looking at these changes. He trotted towards the barn, wondering what changes would have occurred there. On his way, he saw that the sheep enclosure was now outside. The sheep had been herded back in after grazing. The sheep that had been pregnant when he had set out on his trip had now yielded a lamb. He saw the dog’s chain outside the sheepfold. In the barnyard, he spotted two new piles of corn bales. Why were they laid out this way? What had happened to the bales of kambu? As he walked further into the barnyard, he grew tense and even more agitated. Looking at these changes, Kali felt like he was increasingly becoming old and irrelevant. Several questions ran through his mind—Why have they done this? Why have they changed this? Who gave them permission to make these changes? Seerayi, who had been lying on a cot in the shade of the portia tree, rose when she heard him approaching.

He felt irritated at the sight of her sprawled on the cot, her slightly greying hair open and spread out. She got up and tied her hair, saying, ‘Come, Kaliyappa! Did you just arrive? You have gone so thin!’ She then laughed. ‘With that tonsured head, you look like a newborn crow chick that is yet to grow wings!’ He handed her the packet of prasadam, the consecrated food offerings from the temple, without saying a word. He could see the new cottage that been built in his absence. The mud wall was quite high; it had been plastered on the outside. He understood that the women had moved to the barnyard. Clearly, Ponna slept luxuriously in the new cottage, while her mother-in-law had the shade of the portia tree for herself. Both cottages now had their roofs secured with kambu stalks. All the bales he had gathered and piled up over the course of four years were now on the roofs of the cottages. His anger grew uncontrollable at this point. Someone had also separated the corn harvest into two neat and equal piles. Who had done all this? He wanted to pick a fight with them.

He couldn’t see the oxen. The calf was freely bounding about inside the barnyard, running from one end to another. The mother cow was nowhere to be seen. Kali caught hold of the calf and tied it up. That made him feel a little calmer. ‘Where are the oxen? Did you sell them?’ he asked Seerayi, without looking at her.

‘We have left them grazing on the mud road. Shall I fetch them?’ she replied calmly. She knew he had a special affection for the oxen, and perhaps that was why he was asking after them now.

He said, ‘No. I will go,’ and stepped outdoors. It was quite sunny outside, but he thought he felt better there in the open rather than inside.

‘Wait,’ said Seerayi, and went to the new cottage to wake Ponna up.

There was a wall erected in the middle of the cottage to separate the area into two rooms. They could use the other room to cook and to store pots and pans. The front portion was for the cot and to keep their clothes. It was quite a spacious cottage. All of this had been built according to Muthu’s plans. He had given clear instructions to the man who brought the sand needed for the construction. And he personally supervised everything, from making sure the workers brought the proper kind of soil for the plastering work to making sure they got the right quantity of wood.

Ponna handled all the finances. She had enough to cover all the expenses, and she was absolutely keen to make sure Muthu did not spend anything out of his own pocket. She had also communicated that very clearly to him through Seerayi. ‘Until the ritual separation is lifted, we should not accept even a penny from them, Atthai,’ she had said several times.

Ponna’s face was expressionless now. These days she struggled even to sit and walk. The child’s kicks had grown stronger—and Ponna had grown impatient and kept saying she couldn’t wait for the child to be born.

On waking her up, Seerayi did not say too much to Ponna. Laughing, she just said, ‘The officer is here. You should see his tonsured head and his tone of authority!’ Ponna wanted to see Kali with his hairless head. She rose from the cot slowly and stepped outside the cottage. But, to her disappointment, Kali had gone out. He had been an away for a month—how lovely it would have been if he had come to her and said, ‘Ponna, how are you?’ She might have felt better even if he had come into the cottage and yelled at her. Ponna let out a deep sigh and went back to lie down on the cot. She felt exhausted.

By the time Seerayi ran out through the gate to see where Kali was, he had already walked into the fields. She trotted after him, and said, ‘Did everything go well on the journey?’

He just murmured, ‘Mmm.’

‘We were very confused as to what we should do until you returned, my boy,’ Seerayi said, walking alongside him as she launched into an explanation. ‘People say that farming is a man’s job, don’t they? We did not know whom to find to keep a watch over the barnyard at night. So we did that ourselves for two nights. Our teeth shuddered in the cold. That’s when we thought the best thing to do would be to move here, and we got the cottage done. Ponna protested, “How can we do all this without asking him?” It was I who convinced her that I’d talk to you myself. Things are better now. Even after the child is born, we can continue to live right here. If we lived in the village, people will talk. Why put ourselves through all that? Then, I also hired Vengayi for a month. She and I cut the maize stalks, picked the corn ears and did all of that work together. Here, look at my hand. The stalks have cut my hand in so many places. Not a day went by when I did not think of how my son usually protects me from such hardship. I prayed to god to make sure you returned to us safely. Having Vengayi’s help made the tasks a little easier. I even managed to separate the bales of corn into two piles. All the kambu stalks were just lying around for so long. The cows were not eating it. I thought they were of better use on the roof. As for the corn stalks, I made sure they were made into smaller bundles. Otherwise, it becomes difficult to pull out stalks from larger bundles. This way, I can still pull out stalks for the cattle to eat even when you are away.’

Seerayi did not fault Ponna in any of this. She only said, ‘She is a pregnant woman. She finds it hard even to walk, carrying her large belly. Poor thing, she is so frail.’

Kali walked on to the mud road and looked the oxen grazing. As soon as they saw him, they lifted their heads and mooed. He had been worried that the oxen might have gone thin. After all, who would take care of them the way he used to? But they looked healthy and fine. One of them even had a new rope. Kali had nothing to say. His mother’s voice carried on prattling. But Kali said to her, ‘You go in. I’ll be back soon.’

She hesitated, but then moved away from the mud road. And he walked further along the road, looking for the toddy tapper.
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TWENTY-EIGHT

On the morning of the last Thursday of the month of Thaii, Ponna gave birth to a baby boy.

Everyone was convinced that the baby was the spitting image of Kali. All the relatives who came by to see the child said he looked just like Kali. But for a month after childbirth, all Ponna did was cry. She herself could not understand what made her cry so much—whether it was the fact that the child was a boy and not a girl as she had hoped, or if it was because Kali never came by to see the child. In that month, Ponna did not regain any strength. How could she, if all she did was cry? Was it good for the baby? No matter what Seerayi said, Ponna could not bring herself to act differently.

Every day, Seerayi asked Ponna to go to bed even before it grew properly dark. And she did all the work herself—carrying the baby, bathing him, rubbing oil on his tiny body. She also cooked various things for Ponna to eat in a bid to recover her strength. ‘A god is born here, but the chariot refuses to carry him,’ she said, directing her sarcasm at Kali. Whenever she carried the child to him, he walked away. Once she even said to him directly, ‘It is a newborn baby. What did it do to you to deserve this treatment? Wait for it to grow up a little, to run around and play, and climb up on you and pee and shit on you. You won’t be able to resist him then.’ But Kali did not appear to pay any attention.

It had been a very painful labour and delivery for Ponna. Earlier, when she had asked Vengayi how difficult labour could be, Vengayi had said, smiling, ‘Well, it will be a little difficult for sure.’ But that was not the case. It was immensely difficult. She’d started having a light pain the morning before, but she did not realize it was labour pain. She had often had a sharp pain in her hip and lower abdomen in the mornings, but it usually waned as the day progressed. But this pain just kept increasing. By midday, when she felt she could not bear it any longer, she told Seerayi about it. Seerayi asked her to describe the pain, and at the end of it said with absolute certainty that it was indeed labour pain. As the pain kept mounting, Ponna grew terrified. She sent Vengayi to fetch the midwife. Seerayi asked the worker in the adjacent farm to make a trip to Adaiyur.

By the time the midwife, Thangamma, prepared and packed everything and arrived there, it was well past dusk. Until then, Ponna kept asking every few minutes when the midwife would come. It was as if she believed that once she arrived, the midwife would simply take over and miraculously absorb all of Ponna’s pain herself. But Thangamma came unhurriedly, felt Ponna’s abdomen with the palm of her hand and told them that the baby would be born by the morning. Ponna was deeply disappointed at that. She had assumed that the delivery would happen as soon as Thangamma arrived on the scene. Now she had to endure this awful pain all night?

Vengayi left for her home. Seerayi went to secure the sheep and the cattle in their places. And Thangamma said, ‘Ponnu, don’t be afraid. The pain is always a bit more during the first delivery. Try to bear it patiently. You were able to bear all the insults people directed at you. What can this pain do to you? This is the good kind of pain. It leads to good things.’ She asked Ponna not to eat anything more that night, and she also asked her to try and shit right away. The midwife then gave her a concoction made of karupatti to drink. She had brought all sorts of medicines in a box, but she did not take anything out. Then she too left.

After that, only Seerayi and Ponna remained. Kali had been walking around the barnyard until a little while ago, but he too suddenly disappeared. Perhaps he did not think he could bear Ponna’s suffering. Or perhaps he wondered, ‘Is this my child? What will I do if they expect me to go see the child once it is born?’ Ponna felt like everyone had abandoned her. When she went to the outfields to relieve herself, she looked in the direction of the Karattur hillock and temple and said a prayer. She couldn’t pray at leisure, but she stood holding her hip, and said, ‘This is your child, isn’t it? Please make sure things go well.’ She could not say anything more.

She drank more of the karupatti concoction and lay down on the cot. But she could not stay lying down for even a second. She rose again and then lay down on her side, though that didn’t seem to help either. So she got up and stepped outside. She sat on the rock and wept. Looking at her crying, Seerayi said, in an attempt to be jocular, ‘You can cry all you want, but you, and only you, will still have to go through with giving birth!’ She laughed.

‘I am crying here,’ hissed Ponna angrily, ‘and you find it funny?’

‘If you can’t bear even this pain,’ said Seerayi, ‘how are you going to deal with what’s to come? You will have contractions first. Once you start having those, the birth will happen soon. And that will feel like your entire hip is breaking apart. You will have to endure all that agony.’

Slowly, one by one, a crowd gathered there. The entire barnyard was eventually full. Once the midwife returned, she boiled another concoction and gave it to Ponna in a little cup. Ponna drank it in one gulp, hoping that the bitter and pungent medicine would alleviate her pain or perhaps increase it and hasten the birthing process. But nothing of that sort happened. After a while, people began to leave, muttering among themselves, ‘It will happen only in the morning.’ Those who stayed behind sat chatting, laughing and enjoying themselves. Some stretched themselves and went to sleep right there. Kali too returned and lay down on the cot under the portia tree. Ponna was irritated by all this. The midwife would check up on Ponna every now and then. Then she too lay down to catch a wink.

Ponna did not know how long she had slept. And she was also not sure if she had managed to get some sleep at all. Early in the morning, Thangamma gave her another round of the medicinal concoction. At dawn, when the blackbirds on the palmyra trees started their chatter, Ponna’s pain suddenly intensified. Unable to bear it, she shouted, ‘Ayyo! Ayyo!’

‘Don’t yell that,’ the midwife cautioned. ‘Call out god’s name.’

Ponna could see that Kali was awake and was taking care of things in the cattle shed. She could also hear him responding to the visitors.

When the contractions began and Ponna’s waters broke, the midwife made her lie down and asked her to push. Ponna held her breath, and heaved. Thangamma pressed down on Ponna’s belly with her hand and rubbed it fastidiously. But nothing worked. Then Thangamma sent for some ropes, and once they were brought, she asked for the ropes to be suspended from the central beam in the inner roof. They needed Kali for this job. Seeing him pulling and tying the rope properly, Ponna could not help but think: he had experience hanging ropes, didn’t he? Once he finished the task, he walked away without even a glance at her. Two or three women lifted Ponna from the cot, brought her close to the rope hanging from the ceiling, and asked her to grab hold of it. Ponna kept her feet apart, knelt down and got hold of the rope. It felt like the rope was hanging from the portia tree.

She had closed her eyes, held on to the rope, and pushed. Just one push. She had then felt her stomach loosening—and she fainted before she could properly hear someone say, ‘It’s a boy!’ When she came to, she saw everyone happy and excited. She heard Seerayi saying, ‘The baby boy is pitch-dark just like his father, Ponna!’ Ponna did not have the strength to wail, so she whimpered. Did Kali see the child? Seerayi told her later that he had come to see the baby in front of everyone. She also told Ponna that when she tried to give him the child to hold, he declined, saying he had never handled infants before. Ponna had not taken a good look at the baby until then. And she could not do so afterwards either.

For an entire month, it was Seerayi who took care of the baby. Slowly, Ponna started eating proper food. Gradually she was able to walk to the outfields without anyone’s assistance.

Seerayi told her it was a month since the child was born. ‘We need to show a lamp flame to the child,’ she said, and busied herself in preparing for that ritual. They had some castor oil made from their own castor seeds. Kali had taken them to the oil press and got the oil made. The very day he brought the new oil from the press, Seerayi went to the village temple and lit some lamps there using that oil.

There were a lot of preparations leading up to the ritual. On the seventh day after the child was born, the potter family had come by with three large earthen lamps and accepted kambu millets in exchange for them. Seerayi now poured castor oil into one of those three new lamps. She then put in a thick wick and set the lamp on its plank. Ponna was sitting on the cot, and the baby had been laid on the other end of the cot. Seerayi placed the lamp in such a way that it was on the same side of the cot as the baby’s head. She then lit the lamp. As the wick slowly caught the flame, a yellow glow spread all over the cottage. It reminded Ponna of the way lamps illuminated the inside of the temple. Seerayi gently patted the baby’s cheeks to make him open his eyes, saying, ‘Look here, darling.’ The baby woke up, whimpering, twisting and wringing his infant body. He shut and opened his eyes, trying to adjust to the glow of light in the room. Then he looked in amazement at the flame.

That was the first wonder the child was witnessing in this world. Seerayi cooed and played with the baby and then stepped outside to bring the things she needed to ward off the evil eye.

Ponna observed the movements of the flame and of the baby’s eyes. She felt a sudden desire to look at the baby properly, so she moved closer. The baby’s gaze then alternated between her face and the flame. She happily ran her hand over its unkempt hair and its dark body. She was suddenly overcome with the care and affection she had not felt until then. She gently massaged the baby’s legs. She unfurled his little fingers and placed his hands on her face. She looked at the baby’s penis. It looked like another little finger. ‘Chinna kunjaan! Little penis!’ she said affectionately, touching it gently with her fingers and then bringing those fingers to her lips for a kiss. The baby flung his legs about and made some sounds.

She was lost in enjoying her little baby. ‘Mottukutti!’ she said, and touched his little belly. ‘Chinna muthu! My little pearl!’ she said and brought her face close to the baby’s. The baby looked wide-eyed and wonderstruck at the way her face at first grew bigger and brighter as it came closer and then smaller when she pulled herself away. After she repeated this playful movement a few times, the baby laughed. He opened its mouth wide and let out a happy gurgle. Ponna was delighted. As she brought her hand close to the baby’s lips, she suddenly heard a voice saying, ‘What’s my name?’

Did the baby just speak? When she looked closely at the baby’s face right then, she was reminded of that voice and that mouth. That face she had encountered at the festival. That face which had asked her, ‘What’s my name?’
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TWENTY-NINE

He had spotted Ponna standing alone in the middle of that festival crowd. Then she too recognized him. He called her ‘Selvi’. But she did not feel the need to call him by any name. Massive crowds had gathered to have a glimpse of the deity on that festival day. Cultural events and performances were being staged all along the streets.

Some people whistled at them both. ‘Oy!’ they shouted and teased. ‘Mapillai! So you found someone, huh?’ they called out to him. Ponna was irritated. She walked, head down. He held her hand with much liberty, and said, ‘This is how festival crowds are.’ Then he quickly managed to take her past these crowds.

They walked around the hillock in the moonlight that had draped itself over things. Now he was holding her close with an arm around her waist. She felt that that embrace was meant to dispel her fears. She huddled close to him. In his physique and appearance, he looked a lot like Kali. She even wondered if it was in fact Kali in disguise. He was wearing a veshti around his waist. Even though the dhoti came all the way down to his ankles, he walked with ease, without tripping. A piece of cloth was draped around this neck, falling over his bare chest. On his head he wore a large handkerchief like a bandana. Ponna thought this must be his way of concealing his identity.

Kali too always wore his dhoti folded and two-layered whenever he went out of the house. He also wore a piece of cloth over his shoulders, which he sometimes tied around his head. And whenever she huddled close to him, Kali’s body too felt firm like granite, just like this man’s did now. She shook her head to avoid seeing Kali in her mind. But this was indeed Kali. The Kali who was in her mind was superimposed perfectly on this man. This was definitely Kali. This was Kali who had come to take her somewhere. Ponna hesitantly placed her hand on his waist. He pulled her hand close and placed it more firmly around him. Where was he taking her? She was unable to recognize the road. There were a few people walking about, but it was mostly deserted with only the moonlight providing illumination. Suddenly, Kali turned and walked towards the hillock. Or at least that’s what she thought he was doing. She did not think there could be a path down there. It was only rocks. But he still led her along.

Kali climbed the rock deftly like a goat. He let her walk for small stretches and at other times he lifted her gently and carried her over the rocks. They seemed to have climbed a quarter of the way up the hillock. There was a large rock at that point, and right behind it was a flat, floor-like surface. Nothing other than the moon could know that spot. He removed the kerchief from his head. It was neither the size of a towel nor a dhoti. More like a shawl, a dupatta. He spread it on the ground. Then he sat down and invited her to sit down with him. She did. He pulled her closer to his chest. She wanted to embrace Kali, entwining her hands over his back.

He held her hands and gently draped them around himself. The moon was spreading its sweetness all over the world. There was not a spot of cloud in the sky. The moon had no obstacle in reaching across the vast heavens. The earth, drunk on the nectar of moonbeams, lay in a stupor. An intoxicated expanse.

Then he asked her, ‘Did you come seeking a child?’

She did not say anything in reply, and placed her face on his chest.

He said, ‘You will have one.’ He touched her lips gently. ‘Won’t you talk to me?’

It was only her hands that communicated.

‘Will you name your child after me?’ he asked.

She softly whispered, ‘Mm,’ in his ears.

‘Do you know my name?’ he asked.

‘Mhmm,’ she murmured.

‘. . .’ he said. ‘Call the child by my name whether it is a boy or a girl. That way you won’t forget me.’ He waited for her murmured response. But he could sense her nodding in agreement against his chest. ‘So, what’s my name?’ he asked her.

She did not respond.

‘Tell me what my name is,’ he asked her again.

She whispered in his ears, ‘Kali.’

‘What did you say?’ he said. She was momentarily confused about what name she had uttered. But he said, laughing, ‘I couldn’t hear it properly. But it felt like the moonlight had entered my ears.’

He then lifted her face with his hands and held it right in front of his own, and said, ‘I have another name too.’ Then he added, ‘See, in this darkness, there is neither you nor me. It is only us, we are the same. Tell me what my name is.’

She felt very shy. He was clearly talking about Maachaami, who took whatever form you wanted him to. Was that his name? He sensed that she was smiling.

‘So you got it?’ he said. ‘Maachaami. That’s my name. I want to forget myself and get together with you. I never want to let go of you.’ And he took her into a tight embrace.

She couldn’t breathe properly, but she did not want that embrace to end. For some reason, she felt like laughing.

‘Are you laughing?’ he said. ‘Do you know what I plan to do with that mouth that is laughing?’ He drew her face closer. The moonlight cooled her.

‘Do you know where I am from?’ he then asked.

She put her hand over his mouth and shook her head to indicate that she did not want to know.

‘Don’t worry. I am from right here, this hillock. All you need to do is come to any part of this hillock, and call out, “Maachaami!” I will show up right away.’

She nodded to let him know she understood.

‘You should come next year too. And you should bring the child. I’ll be expecting you. Will you? You will. I know. You won’t forget me. I won’t forget you, even if you do. Tell me, do you want to go away with me? I will take you right away. I like you a lot. Come with me!’ And he kept saying sweet nothings to her. She drowned in his entreaties, and found it hard to resurface.
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THIRTY

Ponna had put her baby to sleep and was sitting on the stone slab outside the hut. Seerayi had gone to the house in the village to fetch more kambu millets. She was gone for quite a while. Seerayi had lived in that village house for several years. She knew all her neighbours there. The houses were all set quite close to each other, and people could just shout out to call each other. If anyone got hold of Seerayi for a chat, they would certainly not let her go easily. It was even possible that Seerayi might stay over in the house for the night. She had done that twice already since the child was born. It was her way of seeing if it was her presence in the barnyard that prevented Ponna and Kali from reconnecting. Ponna was constantly amazed at the various schemes Seerayi came up with.

Seerayi’s schemes were to blame for all the present troubles. It was she who had lied and arranged for Ponna to go to the temple festival that day. She got everyone involved in that plan. It had led to Kali almost killing himself. And after that Kali and Ponna even stopped talking to each other. Then came Ponna’s breaking of ties with her family. The long years of friendship between Kali and Muthu were over. Ponna’s family couldn’t even visit to see the child. Muthu became an alcoholic. Ponna had thought that the pilgrimage Kali had undertaken would change him for the better. But, in fact, he was now drinking more than ever before.

At least, earlier, he did all the drinking right there in the barnyard. But now since Ponna and the baby were there, he did not want to have to face them, so he drank elsewhere and wandered about. Sometimes it looked like he sat and drank under one of the palmyra trees. There were also times when she spotted his head under the palai tree out in the fields. But at other times, she could not find him anywhere nearby. He returned late at night, coughing and spitting. The sheep and the cattle had grown weary and dull in the heat of the month of Chithirai. But Kali did not seem to pay them any attention. He was not even making sure they were grazing or seeing to whether they had enough water to drink. Seerayi took care of the baby’s needs in the morning and then set out to do the other chores. Ponna had still not got the hang of doing everything for the baby. She was too scared to do it on her own.

The only good thing to come out of all of Seerayi’s scheming was the baby. His face was the only thing that gave Ponna some happiness. But there were times when she felt angry at the child, wondering why he was born, feeling that he was responsible for all her troubles. It was three months and one week since childbirth. Kali had still not come to look at the baby properly. He gave vent to his anger by hitting the oxen, chasing the sheep and throwing stones at the dog. Seeing all this made Ponna want to leave the barnyard to his care and move back to the house in the village quarters. Let him take care of the sheep, the cattle, the bales of harvest and the cottage. Let him have so much free space that he could hang a swing on the portia tree and freely swing about from one end to the other. Or else, let him hang himself from one of the other branches.

If she went away with the child, she could always find some work in the fields in some other village, couldn’t she? She could make enough to feed the baby. Here she felt like an unwanted orphan. If she went away to her parents’ home, they would definitely feed her at least some leftovers they kept for the dog, wouldn’t they? Why was she struggling here? All right, if he felt that his wife had become a prostitute, he could call for a village meeting, make it public and annul their marriage. Then he could always bring a chaste woman and start a new family here. Instead he was tormenting her without speaking a word to her. What kind of torture was this?

The man she had met on the festival night said to her several times, ‘Come with me.’ She did not even look at his face properly. She only saw Kali’s face superimposed on it. On that moonlit night, he had appeared to her like Kali. But so what? If she went to the festival this year, he’d certainly be there. And he’d look for her. She was familiar with his touch. How sweetly he spoke to her! He said to her, ‘Why don’t you just stay with me forever?’ Was it all just said in the heat of passion? But he said it with such care, it had felt honest. What did it matter which village he was from, and which community? If she went to the festival this year and asked him to take her with him, he would. He would also lift the child and play with it.

The twelve years of togetherness and affection with Kali had come to nothing. It had paled, lost its sheen. In contrast, how loving was that man who had spent just a day—in fact, just one night—with her. She remembered every word he spoke that night. But despite all that, for a while, she only saw Kali in the baby’s face. Not any more, though. She didn’t see Kali. She saw Maachaami. It was not Kali’s child. What was the point in insisting it was Kali’s child when he himself said it was not his and did not even want to look at the baby? No, this is not your child. This is his child. It will take his name.

The man was not married when she met him. He had his very new moustache and beard. He had not even had his first shave. He might still be single. But so what if he had married by now. If she said to him, ‘My child and I will not bother you. We will quietly live to a side,’ he wouldn’t object, would he? Would he say, ‘If I have to take care of children conceived at the festival, do you know how many kids I’d have to fend for?’ He had not wanted to let her go that night. He had told her she was one half of him. He had wanted to just stay together forever. It was she who had left in a hurry, anxious that it was already quite late.

He had made space for her in his heart. He wouldn’t turn her away. But he’d have family and relatives for sure. Would they chase her away? Would he abide by their words? What if he too said to her, ‘You are a whore! You don’t even know with whom you conceived this child.’ On one side, she had Kali who did not want her. And on the other, she had Maachaami who also would not want her. Where would Ponna go? She could drown herself and the baby in the Kaveri river. Death by drowning would be the kindest way to take the child. She should not leave the baby behind. If she did, he’d tell everyone that it was a whore’s child. When the child grew bigger, Kali might even ask, ‘You were not born to me, were you?’ Why should the child suffer such lifelong ignominy?

Seerayi wanted a grandchild to take care of her final rites, didn’t she? Perhaps Ponna could drop the baby on her lap and go far away—perhaps even outside the region. Why could only men travel abroad? And not women? Nallayyan Uncle brought all these women from elsewhere, didn’t he? Like those women, Ponna could go with some man. Going with a man once had made her a whore. So what difference would it make now if she went with nine other men? There were ways to survive in this world, weren’t there?

She thought she heard the baby whimper, so she walked into the cottage to check. It looked like the baby was dreaming. It kept its mouth pouted and was smiling slightly like a blossoming bud. Ponna kept gazing at that smile. The baby then went back to sleep. Perhaps god spoke to the baby in its dream. God spoke only to babies, but the babies never revealed the content of that conversation to anyone. This was god’s child, so the deity must have spoken a lot to this child. Why can’t that god speak to me too? Why can’t he show me a way out of this situation? God, you gave me a way to bring this child into the world. Can’t you also show me a way to raise this child? If you are indeed this powerful god that everyone bows to, please show me a way. Whose child is this? Kali’s, or Maachaami’s, or yours? Was it you who entered me that night? Tell me!

The child whimpered again, so she ran back into the cottage. The lamp was going dry, so she poured some oil into it. The baby laughed, kicking its arms and feet in the air. You are so delightful when you laugh. I wonder where you father’s gone. Is he your father? You are my child. I carried you for nine months. Only the hen that lays eggs knows the hardship of childbirth. Why should I care who looks at you and who doesn’t? You are my child. Why did I not think of that before? Why should I worry about that man and this? If they want, let them come and claim you as their child. Seerayi has no qualms accepting you as her grandson. What more do I need? Why worry about these useless dogs? He has so much pride, but he could not give me a child! He acts as if there are some ten or fifteen children here in the barnyard climbing on his shoulders and calling him their father and this is the only child that is not his. Considering that he couldn’t do the job, why the pride?

She heard the dog barking outside in the sheepfold. Kali did not like the fact that they had moved the sheepfold outside and built this new cottage inside. He want to be the only one who lives and pees and shits here. How long can he live like this? When he is old and frail, who will come and clean his piss and shit? He is such a loner.

Ponna looked outside to see if Kali or Seerayi were coming back. She heard some voices, but she could not hear them clearly over the dog’s loud barking. They were clearly some new folk. Otherwise, the dog wouldn’t bark so much. Was it perhaps Uncle Nallayyan? Who was he talking to? It was so dark in that corner of the barnyard that she could not see anything clearly. And she was also too scared to leave the baby sleeping and go and check who was coming.

She was angry with Seerayi for leaving her alone with the baby here. Couldn’t the old hag go and come back quickly? She must be gossiping with people there, talking about who slept with whom. Ponna felt a sudden rush of rage. If it was Seerayi who was coming back to the barnyard, she’d say to her, ‘You wretched old widow! Here’s your grandson. Take care of him, play with him! Leave me alone!’

The thatched gate to the barnyard had not been tied up. Someone was now pushing it open. The dog was still barking. Who could it be? Ponna took a quick look at the sleeping baby and then ventured forth to check.
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‘Who is there?’ she called out.

Through the dog’s incessant barking, she heard a voice reply loud and clear, ‘It is only us, saami.’ She thought she heard the baby crying, so she rushed inside to attend to him. The baby stirred in his sleep, somewhat disturbed, but he did not waken. She did not want to leave the baby indoors and bolt the door from outside. Nor did she want to walk away leaving the door wide open. So she kept pacing in and out, not knowing what to do. By then, the voices came closer. Two men were holding Kali up by his arms. His head fell to a side.

Ponna was agitated looking at him like this. ‘What happened?’ she asked.

‘Please don’t be scared,’ said one of the men. ‘We found him drunk and lying on the mud road. Let him sleep inside.’

Ponna saw that it was Chinnaan, Vengayi’s husband, along with a young man she did not recognize. For a second, she wondered if she should ask them to lay Kali down on the cot under the portia tree, but she changed her mind quickly. The men might think she was heartless to make a man sleep outside in such a condition. They carried Kali right up to the doorstep of the cottage, and she guided him further to the cot, her arm over his shoulder in a tentative embrace. This was the first time she was touching him in nearly a year. She lay him down on Seerayi’s cot which was across the room from the cot on which the baby was sleeping. Then she stepped outside. The men were getting ready to leave.

‘This is my brother-in-law,’ said Chinnaan. ‘He happened to be visiting. So I took him out to drink some toddy. On the way back, as we walked past the banyan tree on the mud road, we spotted someone lying on the ground. When we went closer, we saw it was him. It was so dark, I had to light a matchstick to identify him. He never steps outside the barnyard. Perhaps he wanted to go out and drink and celebrate his new son. It looks like he has drunk arrack on top of toddy. That’s what has caused so much intoxication. Otherwise, he is not the kind to lose his bearings easily. Please make him eat something. That will help him.’

‘Chinnaan,’ Ponna requested, as the men prepared to leave, ‘please don’t tell anyone about this. I’ll make sure he does not collapse this way again.’

‘Why would I tell anyone about this?’ he said. ‘Don’t worry. He will be well soon and he will do all the ploughing himself. If there is any work in the fields, do send for us. Vengayi too will come and help.’

And then they left. She waited for the sound of the gate being shut and then for the dog to stop barking before she went back into the cottage.

She recollected the way it felt when she touched him. Had he been conscious, he’d not have allowed that to happen. She looked at him lying like a child on the cot, sand and dust all over him. The veshti he had worn around his waist over the loincloth had come undone. She brought an old sari of hers and used it to wipe his body clean. She wondered how long he had been lying on the road. He was not used to drinking to the point of losing consciousness. She knew he had been drinking way too much alcohol of late, but how could she say anything to him? They had not been speaking to each other for a year. The last they spoke was the day he called her a whore. That wound had healed. Once the baby was born, it had lost whatever residual sting it had had earlier. ‘Let him call me whatever he wants,’ was her attitude. ‘I could not have given birth to this lovely baby boy otherwise.’ But the slur had nonetheless left its scar.

What if he said something even more hurtful if she attempted to speak to him now? Besides, she had not got much of a chance to look at his face directly for so long. She now drank in the sight of him lying on the cot. Hair had started sprouting on his tonsured head, and it now looked like a week-old crop in the fields. His face had lost its lustre, and now exuded a deep sadness. His body had lost its muscle tone. He had not been eating properly. His mother had been trying to keep him well fed, but he did not eat enough. Seerayi too was not able to attend to him the way she used to when he was younger. She was also upset about how unrelenting and adamant he was even after the baby was born. She was angry because she had thought that everything would become all right the moment he became all right. But that had not happened. Ponna touched his arm. It felt like touching a bony stick. Were these really Kali’s cheeks? She could not control herself, and she bent down and kissed him on his cheek. Then she sat there looking at him. In a while, unbeknownst to herself, she started talking to him.

‘Maama, this is indeed your child. The child born to me is also born to you, isn’t it? I went to the festival because I thought you had given me permission. Do you know who I was with there? I knew god would come to me in your image. It was with you that I spent that night. Whose face do I know but yours? Do you think I could even think of a face other than yours? I have been with you all these years. How come you have not understood me at all? Even if I were in the wrong, how could you abandon me like this? Do you think I will leave you if you do something wrong?

‘How much I have suffered in this past year! I was also witnessing your suffering. But our struggles are not the same. I was carrying a child in my womb, I was trying to deal with your rejection, and I had also pushed away my parents and my brother. Do you know how hard all of this was? You were getting drunk and lying flat on your back. You went on a pilgrimage. Where could I go? My only options were to drown myself in a pond or lake. No matter how much you pushed me away, I kept trying to reach out to you. You didn’t want to look at my face. You didn’t want to talk to me. You didn’t want to be with me. Where could I go and survive on my own? This world has set its limits on how far a woman can go. How could I cross that line? Where could I go? What could I do?

‘That’s why I have come to this decision. Listen to me. You don’t have to suffer any more. I won’t live any longer. It is better to die than to live like this. The noose you tried to put around your neck will also fit mine, won’t it? I have waited a year for you to talk to me. I even thought it was your love for me that made you so upset with me. But there has to be a limit to anger. If you can be so angry for an entire year, there is little hope it will go away anytime soon. I have tried to think of a way out of this predicament, but nothing seems to work out. You be happy. I have given you a baby boy. Keep him if you like. Or feed him to the birds. I cannot suffer any more. Nor can I watch your suffering. Please don’t torment yourself over me and spoil your health. Make this barnyard a safe haven for yourself again—safe as a mother’s womb.’

Ponna couldn’t tell how long she sat there speaking to him. Then, calmly, she picked out a sari. It was the same sandal-hued one she had worn to the festival. She climbed on to the cot on which Kali was lying, reached up and draped the sari over the central beam on the ceiling, and pulled the other end down. She climbed down from the cot, walked to the other cot and kissed her child. She pressed her face close to the infant’s, and blessed the little one with all her heart, ‘Darling Maachaami, may you live well.’ The baby whimpered and wriggled his tiny body. She gently patted his soft chest, and soon he went back to sleep.

She sighed, looking at the baby, and then walked towards the hanging sari. In that instant, she felt a hand pulling her away. Kali.







Glossary



	atthai:
	a kinship term; used to refer to and address paternal aunts and mothers-in-law



	dey:
	a friendly and familiar way to address men, particular used among young men



	kaasu:
	an old currency unit; one kaasu was one-twelfth of an anna, which was one-sixteenth of a rupee



	paatti:
	grandmother; used to address or refer to any elderly woman



	panagam:
	a cooling sweet drink made with jaggery
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