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Author’s Note

An Imagination Run Riot

Long ago, where we stayed, we would smuggle headloads of cashew nuts to Makkoottam in Karnataka. It finds mention in this novel, though not in the exact manner in which I recall it. Carrying up to 50 kilos on the head and evading the police and special squads as we wheezed and panted our way there, our only thought was, ‘O God, somehow reach this consignment to Makkoottam, and we will never venture on something as fraught as this, ever.’ However, once the cashew nuts were sold and around Rs 300 were in our palms, the dash to procure the nuts to sell the next day would start.

As I wrote my second novel, I recalled the cashew-nut smuggling days. Possibly, now will start the scramble to get the next sackful of cashew nuts. The maiden experience of writing a serialized novel was amusing. The appraisals were also received in installments. I felt the same thrill as when I would receive the cash in hand after the cashew nut trade-in.

The word padi means inhabitation or habitat in Malayalam. The name Perumpadi (perum means colossal) can be, therefore, said to mean a habitat where many live. Initially, I wondered if I should name the novel ‘Perumpadi’. One downside was that most of my writings had place names for their titles, enough to make me reject it. Puttu, or Anthill, was the result of some amount of reflection and discussions with my friends and well-wishers. Ants and termites have their hills. Thousands of lives teem inside them. Since we do not get to see the life inside these hills, we can imagine it the way we please.

K. Surendran’s lesson on community life in our school textbook refers to creatures other than humans that lead communal lives. It compares and contrasts our own communal lives with theirs. After I read that, my imagination started to run riot. I dreamt up many droll lives. The difficult part was to link all of them within a novel. Then I thought, hell, it is a novel after all; if they all fit in well, let them, or else let them all hang out.

Some readers come up to me and ask, ‘Eda, isn’t this so-and-so place? And isn’t this guy the one who lived there? I know, I know, sonny . . .’

My apologies, my brothers. This novel has no connection to the real world. You will not find a place like Perumpadi—with its dissolute, promiscuous denizens, shambolic family lives, comical institutions, moronic movements and roguish religions—not only in Kerala, but in the whole world. If you find it in some other inhabited planet, so be it. This is pure imagination, unadulterated imagination.

The only opinion that I shall publicly share is that at the foundation of any society are glorious families who are pedigreed, pious, God-fearing and noble, and the majority of our families are of that type. Anything contrary is only in my imagination, my dirty, wanton imagination.

The desire to create such a novel started to form when the tales of men and women—narrated to me and read and concealed—began to churn inside me. Men couldn’t have migrated to inhospitable, forbidding lands and started to live there by seeing them as pleasure spots. People leave behind their comfortable lives and peaceful domiciles when they run into problems. They will then reach or seek out quiet, uninhabited places. They start a new life there.

Eventually, the place will attract more people. When they start to live as a community, they would need someone to regulate them. They would need common laws and rubrics. I am told that all over the world, human settlements and nations came up this way. Therefore, it is not Perumpadi alone that I am dubbing as an anthill.

This book has many stories that many people have narrated to me. Since my childhood, I have moved with excellent raconteurs. Prominent among them was Bennychettan, the president of our panchayat and a mediator in our area. He might narrate the same story many times. But for the listeners, it would never lose its novelty.

I see two reasons why those stories didn’t bore the listeners. One, his style of narration. Second, they were full of life. I am beholden to this master storyteller, not merely for the title of this novel but for ever so many reasons.

Anthill contains many plays that make up life, mainly family life. The games we play stretch out therefrom into our social and personal lives. I have tried to narrate these games—that I have stood watching in awe and wonderment during this life of mine—in twenty-seven chapters in the manner I could.

An anthill needs many hands. My heart is brimming with happiness that I received such unstinting, unhindered help. While I was writing the book, when I called people and asked them to put the shoulder to the wheel, not one of them demurred. I recall now those whom I have buttonholed in person or called on the phone and drilled for hours together.

S. Hareesh, E. Santhosh Kumar, Shukoor Pedayangod, Soman Kadaloor, A.V. Rajesh, Shini Lal, Suresh Chuzhali, Antony, Sivadas Poyilkavu and Aneesh Anjali have all helped me in every way they could.

The publishing committee of the weekly Samakalika Malayalam was ready to serialize the novel at a difficult time. Premkumar Kannom’s illustrations added grandeur. Every week, many readers contacted me directly and through social media, and encouraged and energized me.

Now Penguin Random House India is bringing the book to a different set of readers.

My thanks to everyone. And a glass of sherbet to boot.

Vinoy Thomas







Translator’s Note

The universal appeal of good storytellers comes from their ability to not let their geography, however limited, to circumscribe their storytelling—in a way, being able to see the world in a grain of sand and hold infinity in their palm. To rise above and go beyond such confines, the chronicler needs a libertarian outlook, a keen eye, preternatural perceptiveness and, above all, an insouciant irreverence.

Vinoy Thomas possesses all of these in abundance. The narrative may, on the outside, read as a story of migrants from southern Kerala into what were then the virgin lands of north Kerala bordering Coorg (part of what was then Mysore state, now Karnataka). Yet, it is dotted with hidden gems of home truths about the human condition, woven into the story so imperceptibly that it is like the immaculate pandanus mat—that the protagonist’s grandfather had woven for drying mango candies on and which instead gets used first as an ersatz seduction bed and the spark for the family’s origins—in which not a strip was out of place or proportion.

This book could be the epitome of every new human settlement that breaks off from the larger community for so many reasons, including nonconformity, bohemianism, heterodoxy or as cover-up for a momentary indiscretion. It would be an injustice to see it as merely a story of an isolated community.

One of the young novelists in Malayalam (Puttu or Anthill is his second novel), Vinoy has scooped up the readers with his verve for seamless and sparkling storytelling. Some 200 characters sashay through the book, but each of them has a distinct personality and will stay with the reader forever.

Vinoy is an inventive writer, whose domicile is Malabar and whose forefathers hail from south Kerala. So he straddles two distinct regions of Kerala, different in culture, dialect and ethos. His felicity with these distinct dialects and their patois, argot and tonality finds full play in the book. Such distinction is difficult to bring out in a translation, without breaking the flow of the narrative, with parentheses, asides and footnotes. I decided to sacrifice linguistic verisimilitude on the altar of easy readability. So, if there is any diminution on this count, the fault is entirely mine.

I would like to thank my editor Elizabeth Kuruvilla, for her confidence in me and her gentle interventions. I would also like to record my gratitude to D. Ashtamoorthy, for going through the manuscript and giving me educative suggestions. His help has been invaluable also in deciphering Vinoy’s rustic, often bawdy humour.

I hope the reader will derive as much pleasure from the book as I had while translating it, a chuckle at a time.

Nandakumar K.
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Goddess Bhavani

Nowhere in Perumpadi is there a sign of an institution with the name board ‘Reformation House’. Nevertheless, any shrivelled fence post in that place would be able to promptly identify it as Kummannoor Paul sir’s residence. The christening of that house was a benediction from Pitiyathani Mathew Varghese sir, more popularly known by his initials PMV—when expanded by the irreverent local people, it became a vile abuse in the vernacular.

In 2002, the fiftieth anniversary of the migration into Perumpadi was celebrated with much gaiety and pomp. On the conclusion of any celebration, the Perumpadian tradition was to single out an organizer and roundly abuse him behind his back. Everyone revelled in running PMV down. Which meant that when the idea of the golden jubilee celebrations was mooted, the Perumpadians had unanimously proposed his name as the general convenor of the Celebration Committee. Since he was ever-willing to be the recipient of the vilest of abuses if the trade-off was recognition and a position in the community, PMV welcomed the responsibility cheerfully.

Based on their arrival dates as migrants to that place, in the golden jubilee souvenir—financed by advertisements canvassed from all corners under PMV’s leadership—the families were numbered as First Family, Second Family, Third Family, etc. The First Family, as the first migrants to Perumpadi, was Cherukana. Malayani was the Second Family, Machcholil, the Third Family. In that order of seniority, Kummannoor ended up as the Fourteenth Family.

PMV felt the need for another name for that family because Kummannoor was the name of a place in Thiruvithamkoor, the erstwhile Travancore state. Irrespective of whether what PMV proposed was sensible or nonsensical, it was customary for the people of Perumpadi to oppose it with all their might. However, when PMV proposed Reformation House as the name for Paul sir’s house, strangely no one resisted it.

For the denizens of Perumpadi, it was not a mere appellation conferred on the house. They truly looked upon the house as the site of their collective reformation. This was because the mediation services that Paul sir had started had become an acceptable dispute settlement system for the Perumpadians by the time his son Jeremias took over from him.

The first place the people would to run to if there was any calamity was Reformation House. Whether it was a property dispute, or a family quarrel, or a brawl on the streets, the protagonists would inform Jeremias as soon as they had finished the skirmish and dusted up. The next step would be for Jeremias Paul to summon all the affected parties and hold talks. The Perumpadians were firm in their belief that at the end of the parleys, a just solution would be forthcoming.

Since in all their private and public matters, decisions for their reformation would emerge from that house, everyone recognized and acknowledged the aptness of the name. This was also the reason why Jeremias Paul, de facto paterfamilias at Reformation House, was respected much beyond his station as an ordinary clerk in Kacherikadavu Cooperative Bank.

Before Jeremias’s preoccupation with the golden jubilee celebrations ended, in the wee hours of one morning, Shyla, wife of Anungu Rajan, the only son of Goddess Bhavani, arrived at Reformation House. Her demand was that a parley be held on the same day to resolve a dispute in their family.

There was no way Jeremias could have found the time to go to Goddess Bhavani’s house that Tuesday. The final event of the jubilee celebrations was to be held the next week. PMV was only the convenor in name; if things had to be organized without abuses being traded, Jeremias Paul had to be present in person.

Moreover, it was on Tuesdays and Fridays that Bhavaniyamma transformed into Goddess Bhavani. On these two days, when she stopped being a mere mortal, she would eschew all household work, and devotees would throng at her sannidhaanam or sanctum sanctorum. People from Malappuram to Shimoga would turn up and Goddess Bhavani would intervene in all sorts of cases, whether family disputes, financial ruin, lovesickness, seduction, evil eye, black magic, or voodoo.

However, since Perumpadians did not hold Goddess Bhavani’s powers in high esteem, they were never in the race to have her darshan. Not that Goddess Bhavani ever complained about the absence of those skinflints, who would offer crumbs as oblation and then haggle over it.

After accounting for all the impediments, on the successful completion of the jubilee celebrations, one Monday, when the sun was dipping on the horizon, Jeremias Paul headed for her sannidhaanam in the company of Kallarackal Velu.

Whatever the destination or purpose, Velu would tail Jeremias as his Man Friday. His qualification for the role was not merely the readiness to act as a runner if someone had to be summoned in the middle of the mediation, or as a sounding board if Jeremias needed a second opinion. In the parleys, people would blurt out many things—it could be shocking revelations or comical, risible things, or something that tickled one’s prurience. It could be uncontainable gossip that kept scratching the listener’s inner self and demanded that it be declaimed to the wide world. Over time, Velu had inculcated a trait of consciously forgetting whatever he heard in such parleys even before the speaker had closed his lips.

If, in spite of himself, some meaty passages did stick in his mind, and arose in his thoughts now and then, he would not breathe a word of it to anyone. After he attended the mediation parleys in Cicily’s home, his wife, Chandrika, had dug in her heels demanding that unless he did a tell-all about the character defects of Cicily, who used to work in Chettiyamparampu as a masonry helper, he was not getting any action that night. Although he was young, horny and sported a painful erection, he quietly turned the other way in the bed and made it to the morning with no complaints.

The sky was clear, but in the sannidhaanam, it was clouded and gloomy. Since the shutters of the dam were closed, water had risen till the lower edge of the signboard on which the name ‘Sannidhaanam’ had been painted. The yard was covered with camphor, shivparvathi, tulsi plants and India doab grass, all in a matted tangle. One day, Shyla had come out with a sickle and hoe to trim and shape them.

The frenzied oracle in Goddess Bhavani appeared proclaiming, ‘If you are feeling frisky, go and shave some man’s crotch, you slut.’

Goddess Bhavani had not made Shyla privy to the secret that when the devotees arrived, the sight of the divine plant dreadlocks would soften them up for the kill. Not that it would have entered Shyla’s head even if she had been told.

Jeremias was, as was his wont, dressed in starched—sago starch infused with indigo specially procured from Kannur—and ironed white khadar cotton shirt and mundu. Since he was always clean-shaven, never allowing the greying stubble to peep through, his face had a glow, which engendered respect in all beholders.

Due their long association, Velu had also switched to wearing khadi, although, however much he tried, he could never achieve the perfection that Jeremias displayed in maintaining the starched and pressed look. Holding their arms away from the body to avoid their shirts getting creased, Jeremias and Velu skirted the tangle in the yard and stepped on to the veranda. Goddess Bhavani had not yet emerged from her pooja room. As soon as they saw him, Anungu Rajan and his wife dusted a chair for Jeremias to sit on. As man and Man Friday were polishing off some tea and biscuits, with the words ‘Why has the president come to the Goddess’s house?’ preceding her, Goddess Bhavani appeared before them. A wad of tobacco, as long as a finger, was held between her clenched molars.

No one addressed Jeremias by his name. Bordered on the east and north by the Kodagu forests and on the west and south by rivers, to reach the outside world from Perumpadi, one had to cross the river to hit the boat landing at Kacherikadavu. Initially, during summers, they used to ford the rivulet on foot over a causeway and during the rainy season used boats to get across. But once the dam was built and the water level rose, the ferry was needed even in the summers. From the time the settlers had started to arrive, they had been demanding a bridge at Kacherikadavu. But who listens to Perumpadians?

After submitting petitions to every specie of politicians, from the innocuous keel-back water snake to the highly venomous king cobra varieties—showing no discrimination based on colour, caste, size, pattern, or venomousness—and realizing the futility of it all, the Perumpadians decided to take matters into their own hands and build the bridge all by themselves.

The president of the committee that built the bridge after taking paddy, clods, gravel, shovel, mud, stud, rebars, cement and everything in between and beyond as donations, was Jeremias. Without putting anyone’s backs up, the committee headed by Jeremias completed the work in four years flat and brought vehicles to their shore for the first time. That was the first citizen-built bridge in Kerala. From that day, Jeremias became ‘president’ for everyone.

‘He has come because I asked him to,’ Shyla interjected.

When Jeremias, looking Goddess Bhavani in the eye, said, ‘That is not the only reason. I have always come here anytime Bhavaniyechi needed help. Do I need a reason to come here?’ She mellowed and melted a little.

It was four or five months ago on a Saturday, when someone delivering milk to the cooperative society had seen a fat man’s corpse floating head down in the water body in front of Goddess’s sannidhaanam. Suffering from some minor manifestation of madness, the fat man had come from Vadakara to meet the Goddess. He may have wandered off in the night and fallen into the water and drowned.

When the police came and questioned her four or five times in their usual interrogative fashion, Goddess had blurted out inconsistent replies. Jeremias intervened when things reached the stage where it looked like she would be hauled off to the police station. Overnight, Jeremias managed to go to Vadakara, meet the relatives of the dead man, bring them to Perumpadi, make them give in writing that they had no complaints, and thus save the Goddess.

Since those things were still fresh in her mind, Goddess was unable to use crude language with him, though she knew that he had been brought in by her daughter-in-law who had filled his ears with invented stories.

When Jeremias asked, ‘What seems to be the problem, Bhavaniyechi?’, Goddess ceded space with a ‘she had called you here, let her state the case’, knowing that those with the follow-up argument get greater latitude and advantage.

Shyla’s opening gambit of ‘President is fully aware of amma’s precedents’ was an excellent one of digging out the dirt on someone and trying to make it stick.

Goddess asked weakly, ‘What’s this history you’re talking of?’ Although everyone remained silent, everyone present and voting there knew the history.

The history of Vaachi and her ten- or eleven-year-old daughter, Bhavani, begins at the time they built a lean-to using coconut thatch at Makkoottam, by the side of the highway between Thalassery and Mysore. From the time of Tipu Sultan’s raids in north Kerala, Makkoottam Pass was the main route from Thalassery to enter the Kodagu region. What Vaachi had provided men who had wandered into the dense forest of that pass was not merely a momentary pleasure, which came and went with a couple of jerks and a shiver.

The mother and daughter were a slice of humanity and solace that suddenly appeared before the loggers, hunters and truck drivers who entered that wilderness. A few years after the first settlers arrived in Perumpadi, the by-then shrivelled and shrunken mother and her blooming, nubile daughter came and settled down in the ten cents of land which later came to be called as sannidhaanam.

On most nights, Vaachi used to go to the lean-to shanty at Makkoottam. She would be back before the day broke fully. During one July or August, for one week, Vaachi got stuck in Makkoottam, grounded by incessant rains and thick, impenetrable fog, which made passage impossible. There is hearsay that during those torrential rains, a hermit who had come down the Brahmagiri mountain stayed with her in the shanty. After that week in the Malayalam month of Karkkitakam, Vaachi disappeared. Bhavani informed the Perumpadians that her mother had gone with the hermit for vanaprastham.

For a month or two, the shanty at Makkoottam remained unoccupied. After that, when Bhavani shifted her sleeping quarters to the shanty, it was never without guests. The daughter had taken after her mother. She listened to the laments of whoever came to sleep with her. She comforted them with anodyne replies and assurances.

All the rejected and scorned men from other places came to Makkoottam to confess, complain and mourn in front of Bhavani. Branded as goondas, scoundrels and scallywags, these were men who could not unburden themselves and open their hearts out to anyone in their domiciles. When such men felt the need for a release, or to confess their crimes, or to narrate their humourless jokes and yet make someone laugh, or to talk lewdly, or to become meek and snuggle up to someone and so on, Bhavani was their refuge. Since, by that time, the road to Makkoottam had been paved and bituminized, no one had to overcome serious impediments as in the olden times to go on this pilgrimage.

Except for the few months of her confinement to deliver Rajan, most of the nights of Bhavani’s youth were spent in that shanty. Though many invited her to various places, Bhavaniyamma did not yield to persuasion or temptation. A couple of times policemen from Virajpet had come and torn down the shanty. However, before moonrise the next night, her admirers would have built a new shanty for her. Eventually, the policemen also became her devotees. For many years, thus, she continued to provide pleasure and happiness to that land.

It was during a cashew season that Bhavaniyamma felt it was time to bring down the curtain on the special carnal education services rendered by her. In those years, towards the end of January, Makkoottam would turn into a noisy, bustling street like the Thalassery town of olden days. Even before the season started, cashew traders from Meruvambayi would bring truck-loads of coconut thatches and build huge yawn-mouthed sheds on either side of the road at Makkoottam and inside the estates.

The cashew sheds at Makkoottam were financed by the deep-pocketed spice traders of Irupuzha and Peravoor. They built the sheds to receive cashew nuts smuggled out of Kerala, from places such as Naduvanad, as far as thirty or forty kilometres away, either as head-loads or on trucks. These were then exported out of Karnataka.

Apart from cashew nut procurers, there would be hastily-erected stalls and shanties vending butter-milk, lime juice, watermelons, kanji, boiled tapioca and varieties of meat. Poker players set themselves up under trees and natakuthu* gamblers, textile merchants, itinerant lottery sellers, vendors of arrack in sealed plastic pouches, all would turn Makkoottam into a carnival spot.

Although there were risks and physical strain, since the returns were decent, anyone who could not make both ends meet would turn into smugglers during that time. These smugglers, considered as manual labourers in their places, would procure cashew nuts from small homesteads along the valley at higher prices than the government-declared support price and carry them to Makkoottam.

The cashew nuts were soaked in water overnight to increase their weight and sewed up in gunny bags. Resembling the irumutikettu* that pilgrims carry to Sabarimala, the bags were knotted in the middle so that, when carried, half the weight would fall on the head and the other half on the shoulder. There were super stars who carried 120 kilos for a lark and stragglers who, panting and wheezing, could barely lug 10 to 15 kilos. They took multiple paths and walked in a single file. If they evaded the police successfully and brought the nuts into Karnataka, they got a margin of Rs 5 for a kilo.

That year, a nineteen-year-old youth from Puravayal started out as a tyro smuggler. As he walked along with others, he listened with rapt attention to the tales about Makkoottam Bhavani that they narrated with and without embellishments. Innocent to the fact that such smut was what gave the seniors the energy to carry the heavy load, the boy took things to heart and built his own fantasies upon them.

After the third trip to Makkoottam, the boy realized he had earned enough for his maiden tryst with Bhavaniyamma. On the fourth trip, after the cashew nuts were weighed and sold, he told his companions, ‘You go ahead; I shall return a little later.’

Having repeatedly read books of a certain type available in the libraries that dotted the valley, he had remarkably indecent fantasies about his first sexual encounter.

In the twilight, the sight of Bhavaniyamma seated in the light of a small kerosene lamp evoked memories of the eighteen-year-old Nancy waiting expectantly on the treehouse in the novel Rathrimazha—Night Showers. Controlling the trembling in his limbs, the boy conveyed his desire to Bhavaniyamma. If she was otherwise unoccupied, Bhavaniyamma was not one to turn away anyone who approached her. She asked the boy to go into her parlour.

The boy started kissing her with a focus and concentration heretofore unpractised by him in his entire life. Realizing he had nothing to ask her or tell her, and all he wanted was action, Bhavaniyamma decided to let him have his way with her and lay stretched out on the pandanus mat. He had been told by someone that he should take everything slow, so he was at his unhurried best.

As the boy had taken all pace off his ministrations and things were happening at a crawling speed, Bhavaniyamma started to feel drowsy. As was her wont whenever she felt drowsy, this time too, she reached under the pillow and took out her paan packet. She realized that she had run out of peeled areca nuts. Not wanting to distract the boy from his pursuits, she stretched both her hands above her head, and dehusked, peeled and diced an entire areca nut.

‘Keep your mind on the job, keep your mind on the job,’ muttered the boy as he kept his mind on the business he was carrying out on her breasts. It was just as he was entering into the decisive part of the act that Bhavaniyamma started to search for her tobacco pouch. As she twisted her body slightly to reach for the pouch, and cut a piece of tobacco about as long as an erect penis and dropped it in her mouth, the boy, his coitus having been interrupted, leaped up from her body and let fly a volley of profanities.

What followed was a spiritual transformation that upended Bhavaniyamma’s life. It is unclear if it was a miracle wrought by the tobacco or the oracular outburst by the boy that caused it. Bhavaniyamma was distanced from her body so much that the abuses could not reach her.

She felt for a moment that she was not in her body. In that moment of epiphany that she should henceforth provide solace to men not with her body but with her soul, she hugged the boy close to her and whispered a few things as would the possessed theyyam with his oracular pronouncements.

The first person to dub her as Goddess Bhavani was that boy, which he did on his return home. The next day, when people went to Makkoottam seeking the Goddess, what they saw was the burnt down shanty. Goddess Bhavani started to propagate the story that it was not the boy from Puravayal, but the yogi who had gone for vanaprastham along with her mother in the Brahmagiri forests who had come to her that night, and after chewing on the tobacco proffered by him, she had lost her human frailties and been elevated to divinity. That made the devotees believe that the oblation to be given to Goddess Bhavani was tobacco and they started to offer her tobacco bundles.

‘After chewing on all this tobacco, amma has become unbalanced. She is not aware of what she is talking or doing. She feels she can say anything in front of anyone. It’s not that I have come uninvited here. My mother had insisted that she won’t allow me to marry into such a family. I had agreed to the alliance considering that Rajettan is a good-hearted, mild-mannered guy. Amma blames me for not getting pregnant. It’s been only two years that we’ve been together, isn’t it, president? If we are together alone for two minutes, amma starts to bellow. All that I can bear. But no one can withstand her sharp tongue, president. The other day, she was telling a total stranger who had come here that I was picked up from some place diseased, and foisted upon her son. And that I have white discharge all the time and worse. Which woman can suffer through all this, president?’

When Shyla started to weep, Goddess re-entered the ring with a question, ‘Don’t you have white discharge?’ The president gestured with his hand that her time hadn’t come, so she retreated, stood on the veranda and spat out the tobacco juice.

‘It doesn’t end there, president. Does this hag have to tell everyone that my mother is a slut? Was my mother like her?’

‘Wasn’t she? When a man was stuck in her like a mating dog, didn’t the public come and pull it out for him?’ Goddess couldn’t control herself.

‘See, this is the kind of appalling talk that she does all the time, president. How can one live with her? I wish I was dead.’

When Shyla started breast-beating and hit herself on the head, the president got to his feet with a stern look.

‘This kind of talk isn’t going to do any good. I did tell you that you will have your opportunity to have your say. This is your daughter-in-law. Things beyond a limit should not be said to her. Goddess doesn’t need me to tell her that, does she?’

As Jeremias spoke, Velu was harking back to the incident that Goddess had referred to. Shyla’s house was in Chamathachal. Velu had heard about it from a relative who lived there. The local people did not have a good opinion of Deva, Shyla’s mother.

On that day, a policeman had to come to their place to serve a summons to someone in the village. When he reached Deva’s house, he felt thirsty and went in. After having drunk the water, while sitting there and shooting the breeze, absent-mindedly the policeman thrust his right middle finger into the hole of the ring of barrel bolt on the door.

When Deva stepped back inside with the question, ‘So, would you be leaving now?’, the policeman replied, ‘Yeah, I am leaving,’ and tried to pull out his finger. As he failed, he tried harder, and since it was stuck, called out to Deva.

When Deva asked why was he still there, he pointed to the cause.

‘If we apply some oil, it should come out.’

Deva applied coconut oil and tried. When it did not work, they pulled and pushed with such vigour that the finger became swollen and got immovably stuck within the ring. Deva went and called some youngsters who were playing volleyball in the neighbourhood.

One of the youngsters ran to the carpenter’s home screaming, ‘A policeman is stuck inside Deva’echi and is unable to pull it out.’

By the time the carpenter arrived, at least fifty people were present in the house and the yard. With the carpenter leading, the public broke down the door and extricated the policeman. The hearsay is that he did not remain in that police station for long.

Shyla had a litany of complaints—harassment from the devotees who come to see amma, amma’s habit of chewing tobacco, amma blaming her for extravagance in household expenses, amma’s habits and eccentricities, Rajan’s hands-off nature. After having had her say, she stood there and cried.

This was a tactic in Jeremias’s mediation. Let people spill it out. Once they have said everything and kept nothing back, the problems will start to solve themselves. They feel suffocated because there is no one to listen to them. All a mediator has to do is give them an opportunity to vent.

Goddess also had much to say. As a preamble she said this. ‘I shall not speak of my previous life before I attained divinity. I am not allowed to talk about it, president. That’s why.’ She had used the word poorvashramam and had to take care while pronouncing it, because if the accent was on the first syllable, it would have meant by effort of the vulva. When Shyla heard her say the word, she pouted.

‘President, when she spoke all this while, I didn’t utter a word. I can’t make a song and dance about it the way she has. Moreover, I am a Goddess. Let me ask something—how do they meet their expenses? Does he, or she, have any work? Aren’t they able to eat because I make some money from all this tobacco chewing? And what do they do here? Let them behave any way with me, I’ll take it as my fate. But isn’t this a hallowed precinct? Does she have any consideration for that? Did I ever say that their room shouldn’t have a door? The month after her arrival, she got a door fixed for the room. Is this a place for her debauchery?

‘Granted, let them have a door. But once they are inside, and the door is shut behind them, do they have a thought that this is a place with divine presence and they should maintain its purity, cleanliness and sanctity? Moans, groans, squeals, hisses and screams! What the heck is this? Hasn’t anyone done the act anywhere else in the world? You tell me this, president. Once, from my room, when I had to listen to all the groaning and moaning , I did ask her to pipe down, calling her a slut. Did I do any wrong? Shouldn’t she control herself? And I haven’t told you about her cooking. If she steams three bananas, the biggest one she’ll take for herself. Don’t forget these are offerings brought in by my devotees. I can’t carry on like this with her here. My son can stay here. Let her go with whomever she wants.’

She trembled and shivered while ranting and raving. In between, Shyla said her own pieces. Rajan had only this to say, ‘Both mean no harm. But I don’t know why there’s no peace here.’

When finally all of them finished venting, the president called each one aside and spoke to them privately. One thing became clear—the mother-in-law and daughter-in-law were not going to live under the same roof. Shyla said with finality, ‘Even if I have to work for a living, I shall. But I shan’t live here with this hag any more, president.’

Jeremias finally appealed to Goddess, asking her the way out. If Rajan and Shyla had to be sent away, they would still need a plot of land and a house. Where was he to find that?

Goddess was appeased. ‘I’ll manage that somehow. But it won’t be anywhere where my eyes will fall on them.’ Shyla agreed readily. Anungu Rajan agreed to spend his time between the two establishments.

Jeremias and Velu left after having one more black tea each. Night had fallen; shining Jeremias’s flashlight, brought from the Gulf, they walked along the fields filled with water let off from the dam.

‘Every house has its problems. Goddess can live comfortably; she has the income. But she won’t let things be. President, things like this must be happening in every house in Perumpadi,’ Velu said.

‘It’s not here alone. Wherever there are families, there will be issues. However, in Perumpadi, it may be slightly more. There is a reason for this too. People who migrated to this land of ours were people like her.’

Standing on a raised step in the ridge, Jeremias said, ‘Weren’t the first arrivals the Cherukana family? There are tales about them too, right?

‘Even today, people do not like to come and settle down in Perumpadi. Fifty-odd years ago, when there were no buses or ferry boats, what would have compelled them to seek out this inaccessible place, swimming across the river, after passing through Irupuzha, the wilderness of Edoor, Vallithode and Anappanthy?

‘You are right. Those days, the lands this side of Irupuzha didn’t have any takers. Couldn’t they have cleared them, levelled and tilled them and farmed near Irupuzha? Why did they land up here, not stopping anywhere in between?

‘One day when Kunjuvarkeychettan was sozzled and maudlin, he wept and told me the story of his parents’ harrowing journey. They were fleeing. A flight away from humanity. Theirs was a reasonably well-off family somewhere in Edathua in Thiruvithamkoor. Their family name was different then. The day he learnt that she was pregnant, they left the place without telling a soul. He crossed the hills and swam across the river carrying her. The journey was to escape from their fellow-beings and escape their scrutiny.’

‘Usually, illicit distillers and marijuana cultivators choose such far-flung hilly areas. Others seek out fertile land. Possibly he had something like that going on,’ said Velu.

‘The problem was that the woman with him was not his wife, but his own oldest daughter whom he had made pregnant. Which means Cherukana Kunjuvarkeychettan was the son his father had with his own daughter. Perumpadi those days is not what you see today. It was wilderness with no humans around and only rocks, hills and river banks. Theirs was the first family to migrate here.’

Near the river bank where their paths diverged, Velu bade him goodbye. Reformation House, which could be seen through the trees, had patches of light and darkness. As Jeremias walked towards his house, he was not thinking about other Perumpadi families. He was thinking of his own, which already had tremors within and could exceed the complexities of other families of Perumpadi.
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Sugarcane Fields

Jeremias reached home late. Since this was the case on most days, his mother Kathrinachedathi let him in and went back to sleep. He would have dinner another half hour later. Since childhood, it had been his habit to have a bath in the river before dinner, however late it was. Previously, he would keep a small kerosene lamp on a stone by the side of the river. The reflection of its flame would bob up and down on the water, and moths, small frogs and fry, olive barb and other small fishes would float, dance and swim around the lamp.

When his wife Elsie was alive, she would go with him and, lamp in hand, sit on an outcrop of rock. Try as he might, she would not be persuaded to go back and sleep. Sleepy-eyed, she would always walk behind him holding the lamp, as he strode home after his bath, water dripping off him like from a colander.

The kerosene lamp was long gone and had been replaced by a double-tube rechargeable emergency lamp. Unaware that the source of light had changed, the moths, insects, frogs and fishes continued to be in attendance.

Tonight, as he swam around in the water, thoughts about his dwindling, weakened family came to his mind. Paul sir, as his father was known, now needed help to stand up and to walk. His mother had been looking after all his needs so far. She had also given strict instructions that no one else was needed for it. Though Jeremias’s son, Arun, would occasionally come down from Bangalore where he was employed, he made no attempts to get involved in the household.

Jeremias used to invite Arun to have a bath in the river. He would evade it with a lackadaisical response, ‘I’m not coming.’ Jeremias thought that perhaps he was not fond of the river, open air, light and breeze. As if he was loath to reveal anything about himself, Arun would always wear full-sleeved and high collared t-shirts, keeping out sunlight. Most of the time, he would stay indoors.

Tonight, when Jeremias reached home after his bath, his dinner—boiled colocasia—was kept on the table, covered with a steel plate. Elsie had a different way of boiling colocasia. She used to peel its skin, dice it, boil it along with salt and turmeric powder, and add some smashed shallots and curry leaves in coconut oil, just before taking it off the stove, taking care not to mash it into a pulp.

What was now in front of him was the whole tuber, washed and boiled. The peeling of the skin, he had to do himself. The smashed shallots and bird’s eye chilli, salted and in oil, was kept on the side. As he dipped the tuber in it, Jeremias felt pity for his mother. After all her exertions taking care of his father and minding their property, she had found time to make at least this for him.

No sounds came from their room. On most nights, he could hear sounds of her taking his father to the toilet, him urinating, her washing him up, and so on. His hapless mother’s fate! A life spent grappling with brooms, buckets, mops and dampness.

The first to be bedridden was Chinna granny. It started with an excruciating headache. When the headache subsided, the right index finger started to shiver. After every episode of headache, one by one her fingers and toes started to tremble and shiver and curl up. When allopathy failed, she was taken to Lakshmanan vaidyar, an ayurveda physician in Manantheri. He diagnosed it as a kind of rheumatism.

The vaidyar knew that nothing was going to help her. However, he never revealed that to anyone. He just said, ‘Yeah, well, let’s see.’ In two years, her limbs shrivelled up and became stiff like firewood. For four years, she was bedridden and lay curled up and immobile like a stiffened spider.

Three years after his granny’s death, his mother started to take care of Elsie, who had non-stop haemorrhaging. When she died, Jeremias’s father took ill and became bedridden. Every home in Perumpadi had some affliction. In Reformation House né Kummannoor House, it was disease and death.

When he was wearied by his condition, Paul sir would say, ‘This is not going to end that easily. I have placed seven mortars in the Perumpadi church. Since a trail of gunpowder connects one to the next, till the last one fires, this will keep on going. Whether good or bad, it will end with the seventh generation. Till then, whoever is there, grin and bear it. It’s not merely with my family, there are enough reasons for the curse to reach every family in Perumpadi.’

Nevertheless, he spoke to no one about the curse on his family.

The first teashop-cum-grocery shop to come up in Perumpadi was Kuttayi’s small shack. From the time Paul and his mother Chinna had arrived in Perumpadi, they would buy everything on credit from Kuttayi’s shop. When the amount went up, Kuttayi would diplomatically give Chinna a hint. To the extent she could avoid it, she never gave him a chance to ask her. A few times, when she had no other go, she was compelled to tell him that the account would be settled when her brothers from Kummannoor turned up.

She of course knew none of them would arrive. She used to pay the debts using the returns from sowing and reaping whatever little she could on her land. The Perumpadians had given her the family name of Kummannoor after hearing her repeated averments that her brothers from Kummannoor were coming to put her out of debt.

When Prasannan took over after his father Kuttayi’s demise, the practice of giving credit reduced. He believed only in cash. Prasannan knew how to collect from troublesome debtors whose dues his father would have written off—he would shower them with such crude invective-laden rhetoric that they would have preferred to get dunked in a shit-hole instead.

His credo was that whatever money he and his wife Radhamani earned by working their backs off from three in the morning till eleven in the night, was not to be eaten up by good-for-nothing pricks. As his revenue increased, he replaced the thatches with brick walls and tiled roof and enhanced the profile of his shop. By that time, Paul had grown up and become Paul sir. Those days, anyone under thirty in Perumpadi was his student.

As far as Teashop Prasannan was concerned, Perumpadi had two types of males—the first, who would do any bastardy and earn enough money to buy themselves tea; the second, mean-minded people for whom it didn’t matter whose cleaning cloth was rinsed to brew the tea; as long as it was on credit, they would gladly slurp up the effluent.

Every morning and evening, both types would reach the teashop. Prasannan prepared the tea after first assessing the customers. Those who paid ready money got tea with decent quantities of milk and sugar and froth on top. Those who asked for credit would get a thin concoction, not much better than the water in which the glasses were washed.

The best tea was reserved for Paul sir, who qualified for it by not only paying cash all the time, but also being one of the best raconteurs and listeners to grace the benches of the teashop. That fetched him a high score in Prasannan’s little black book.

Paul sir was only one of the best; the best was Prasannan himself. When he started off, it would be the most innocuous and chaste story; then he would fill it with such prurience and lewdness that, by the time he ended the story, it would be the smuttiest, bawdiest story the listeners would have heard. This meant that, even if they were not served tea, there were a few people who would turn up at the shop to listen to his Rabelaisian tales.

After his retirement, and as long as his legs could carry him, it was the thought that he could get a bracing tea as well as narrate and listen to stories that made Paul sir turn up at Prasannan’s teashop every day and hunker down on his bench. As soon as Prasannan saw him arrive, he would slap up a richly brewed tea and place it in front of Paul sir. Sitting on the bench made up of stacked planks, Paul sir would take a sip and start off, ‘When I was in Kummannoor . . .’ His interlocutors behaved as if they believed all his tales since he was, after all, from Kummannoor and their teacher. However, he was careful enough not to get so carried away to let slip his original family name.

That family name belonged to one of the most prestigious tharavads from Kummannoor. But his uncles were not ready to lend the name to their own sister, Chinna, and her son, Paul. All things considered, Christians were patrilineal and used patronyms and so what was this about his mother’s family name! Paul had no such father and patronym to inherit. So, whatever his uncles laid down had to be accepted. Even if they did not lend him their family name, they did all the rest. In other families, the uncles are the biggest villains. Not so for him.

Chinna’s father owned wealth and property that could feed a couple of generations. In the whole of Thiruvithamkoor, few people owned fields that gave them rice for a whole year’s consumption. This tharavad had enough of paddy, black pepper, fruits and everything else for them to consume and sell. To top it all, they held many acres of sugarcane fields.

Chinna’s father had two sons and two daughters. The oldest was Outha, next Theyya, after them Chinna and the youngest was Lonachan. Theyya was married into a reputed family in Pizhaku, but not as rich and well-known as her own family.

When Theyya got pregnant, as per the local tradition, in the seventh month, her father, brothers and sisters-in-law went to fetch her for her confinement. Her mother-in-law had been taking care of her as if she was her own daughter. She told her parents, ‘I don’t have any daughters. Allow me to have her first delivery here. From the next one, you can take her.’

This was the first time she had said something like this. Those who had gone to fetch her thought Theyya was fortunate. Whereas, in every other house, the mother-in-law and daughter-in-law remained in their respective stations, here they were mother and daughter. After a confabulation among themselves, they agreed and came away.

While Theyya’s mother-in-law was not lacking in affection for her, when she offered to have Theyya deliver in her house, it was not without an ulterior motive. The next two months were the summer months of March and April. That house had some four or five typical cultivars of mangoes. One was the large-sized Goa mango. Another was as small as hog plums, but sour in taste. The two medium-sized varieties gave fragrant and sweet mangoes. They flowered only every alternate year and they were due that year.

Once the mangoes started to ripen and fall, the mother-in-law wouldn’t leave even one for the bats. To keep the bats away, she would load spiny thorns among the leaves and keep vigil day and night under the trees. The whole family consumed whatever the trees produced as fresh fruit, or made curries and purees.

With the mangoes that continued to fall, she made mango candies. To create these flat, soft candies, new pandanus mats were needed. The fallen mangoes were washed, skinned and dropped into a huge pot. Then they were squeezed till their seeds became white and stripped naked. Fried parboiled rice powder was spread over the mat. The mango juice was spread over it evenly. When it partly dried in the sun, more rice powder was sprinkled over it. Then another layer of juice was poured over it. This was repeated till, layer after layer, the candy thickened, and then it was left in the sun for two days to get fully desiccated. It was then ready to be peeled off the pandanus mat.

Once it was dried for one more day, it could be tied into rolls, enough to snack on during the entire monsoon season. It could serve as a filling for the steamed ada or as an ingredient for payasam. Primarily, what prompted the old lady to keep Theyya back was the fear that if she went away, she would be one hand short in getting the mango candy ready.

When Theyya’s amma saw that the party, which had gone to bring her back, had returned empty-handed, she was aghast. Whatever blandishments the mother-in-law had put forth, it was the duty of the party to bring her home. The same woman who called her daughter now may, after a few years, ask her, isn’t your family the skinflints who didn’t take you home for your first delivery? Theyya’s mother grieved that her daughter would be hurt by these words then.

A war council was constituted. Eventually, it was decided that to meet Theyya’s expenses for the delivery, paddy, coconuts, coconut oil, clothes and other ingredients should be delivered to her place and Chinna should stay there as her help. Chinna was thrilled that she could stay with Theyya, whom she called Kunjachchi.

Theyya delivered while the ripe mangoes were still raining down. Onachchan’s mother did not get her daughter-in-law’s help for the preparation of the mango candy. It did not matter, for she had the brisk and fleet-footed Chinna in her stead. Truth be told, the mother-in-law liked Chinna more than she did Theyya. She could be placed in charge of anything with confidence. Which was also why, though there was a girl who had just delivered a child in her home, she went to her own home at Kuninji when her father’s asthma worsened.

The evening she left for Kuninji, a summer rain and high winds dropped all the ripe mangoes from the trees like pellets. Before the rain ended, Onachchan, his father and Chinna had gathered all the fruit and stored them in a small room outside the house.

If the candy layers had to be sunned the next morning, they would have to do the juicing in the night itself. The three sat through the late evening and squeezed the juice into the big pot. After a while, claiming that his back was hurting, Onachchan’s father made his exit. Onachchan and Chinna continued, declaring bravely that they would sleep only after finishing the work.

The new mat for spreading the juice stood rolled up in the corner. Onachchan had woven it himself. His grandfather had had a small canal dug up to carry water to his paddy fields. Pandanus had been planted on both banks to prevent the collapse of the canal walls. One of the plants leaned over the edge of the canal and bloomed. Its intoxicating smell was strong enough to reach Onachchan’s home.

When heading towards the fields, the smell of the pandanus flower assailed him. That reminded him of the mango candies to be made. He cut the shiny fronds with its tiny nettles, weathered them in the early morning sun, stripped off the stringy fibres, pounded and softened it, and wove it into a mat, all by himself. When Chinna had first laid her eyes on that immaculately woven mat with not a strip out of place, she had fallen in love with it.

Onachchan told her, ‘Chinna kochche, if you are tired, spread open the mat and lie down.’

‘Aiyyo, isn’t it the mat on which the candy will be spread, chettayi? What if anyone sees me lying on it?’

‘Who’ll see you? Father and Theyya have been asleep for a long time.’

Without washing the hand covered in mango syrup, she lay on her side, keeping the arm up, resting it on the elbow. When he saw her lying like that, it was not mangoes that Onachchan wanted to squeeze any more.

She turned and lay on her back asking, ‘Chettayi, don’t you want to lie down?’

Only both of them knew that the next morning, the candy was spread on the mat on which their sweat and other bodily fluids had dripped and dried up.

Chinna returned to her home after making the candy many times in that fashion.

That June, before the onset of the monsoon rains, the sugarcane fields were ploughed and tilled. It was while she was planting the sugarcane setts in the neat furrows that her brothers and their workers had laid out that Chinna fell unconscious.

Her sisters-in-law carried her and lay her down on the lap of her mother who was sitting on the ridge. After a little while, Chinna regained consciousness and sat up. In that position, when the first thing she said was how badly she wanted to eat the mango candy, her mother subjected her to a long, searching scrutiny.

Next came the screams, breast-beatings, threats of bodily harm and show of belligerence by her parents, siblings and their spouses, including demands for calling to question those responsible. All of this reached a crescendo, and then started to thin out gradually till the problem remained as the growing embryo in Chinna’s womb, which was to turn into Paul.

Her mother made a declaration, ‘I hadn’t thought of the risks when I despatched my daughter to take care of her sister. Who knew she would be taken advantage of in this way. What has happened has happened. Now if we don’t make provision for both of them, this family will have uthiruppukadam.* Therefore, I am making this pronouncement—she will get an equal share as given to my sons. Till I die, she and her child should be able to lead an untroubled life and be in my vicinity.’

This caused a lot of consternation in her sons and their spouses. However, aware that their mother always had the last word in their family, they did not even as much as murmur their demur. However, if one were to ask if she got a share as big as that of the sons, the answer was a resounding no. Nevertheless, Chinna was given sugarcane fields, paddy fields and flat lands, sufficient for a mother and son to live comfortably. And then some. The paddy and sugarcane cultivation was done collectively by all of them.

When it was sugarcane harvesting time, a putative uncle of theirs used to come down from Idukki, trailing the fragrance of sandalwood oil. Though no one had the remotest idea of their relationship with this uncle-to-all, whom everyone called pappan, he was confident that he held considerable clout among them. He was billeted in the attic of the jaggery store, next to the hourglass mill.

Crushed in the hourglass mill powered by a lone bullock, the sugarcane juice flowed down the channel into a copper vat. The stove created by holing out the ground was fired using dried bagasse and coconut fronds. When the sweet pani in the vat started to boil, baking soda was added. This brought up the impurities as froth, which was skimmed off and set aside to make low-quality black jaggery and to distil arrack. After the pani started to concentrate, the vat was tipped over into a wooden basin, called the boat. While it was still lukewarm, it had to be compressed by hand into palm-sized balls. The work was done through the day and night without stoppage. If someone thought they could warm themselves by the fire, they had another thought coming.

Once pappan arrived, the workers would perk up. The invigoration should not be attributed to the country rum made by distilling cane juice and turned into wash by souring it for a fortnight before his arrival. Before the vat was placed on the stove, Chinna’s chachan, pappan and the workers would meet up in the attic.

As he slowly untied a small pouch that spread the fragrance of sandalwood, pappan would say, ‘What people tout as Idukki gold and carry around is really dried arrowleaf sida. This one grows only at the cold top of the highest mountain. Only five or six plants would be Idukki gold in a copse. You need exceptional luck to get one of these. It doesn’t mean you go and snip it off whenever it pleases you. We know when the first bud appears among the tender leaves at the tip of the plant. It must turn into a bunch, but it should remain erect; never allow it to fall over. It’s the plant that’s cut and dried at this stage that is the most potent. When the pouch is opened, its fragrance travels for over four furlongs. If I get into the bus without applying sandalwood oil on the bundle, I’ll be buggered.’

Cupped in one palm, pappan would hold a bell metal glass filled with water, and with the other hand cover its mouth. Between the fingers of that hand, he would hold the lit joint, Idukki gold crammed into the rolled paper. When he took a drag, the smoke travelled through the water to reach him. By the time everyone had their drags, the water in the glass would resemble black coffee.

After that, they did not rest till the jaggery balls were packed into bags made with green thatch. Nor did they feel any tiredness. Pappan himself never joined the jaggery making. He used that time to dry the marijuana once more on a mat and pack it into smaller pouches.

Paul was eight or nine years old at that time. When he came with the kanji meant for the workers, he saw pappan spreading something on an old mat.

‘What’s this, pappa?’

Pappan threw furtive glances around him and said, ‘Son, this is the medicine that makes you a man. You come here in the night; pappan is alone here, all by himself.’

In the night, exhausted from their exertions through the day, when everyone was sleeping, led by his desire to turn into a man, Paul went to pappan, who had been waiting for him. He rolled a tiny joint and gave it Paul. Two drags were enough for him. Then, gradually, pappan started to turn him into a man. Floating over the jaggery bags, he started to fly through sugarcane fields that had a masculine odour and dampness.

The next night, he reached the jaggery store without waiting for pappan’s invitation. By then, however, taking his bundle that smelled of sandalwood, pappan had vanished to some unknown place.

Though older to him by ten years, Eapen, who used to drive the ox at the hourglass mill, would join Paul in diving into the river and setting nets to catch fish. On some days, Eapen would hide himself in the pandanus grove near the riverbank, roll up a dried nightshade flower like a cigar and smoke it. When Paul questioned him about it, the answer he gave was that since he was troubled by asthma, his mother had permitted him to smoke it. Once, the flower he was smoking gave off the same smell that he had received from the joint made for him by pappan. When he asked to have a drag, Eapen gave him the rolled-up flower. However, unlike sandalwood pappan, Eapen didn’t make him take off his mundu.

On their way to the school, Paul narrated his experience of flying over the sugarcane fields to his companion Kunju, son of his Lonachan uncle. Kunju was adamant that he too wanted to fly like that. Paul consoled him saying he would arrange it once sandalwood pappan was back the next year.

When he informed Eapen, he assured him, ‘You don’t have to wait that long. We can give him wings straightaway.’

‘How’s that?’

‘Money is needed for this. Even if not cash, black pepper will do.’

Sack-loads of black pepper stacked ceiling high were stored in Paul’s tharavad. Eapen taught him the art of pilfering it without a soul suspecting anything. Cut out a reed, slice one end at an angle, stick that spear-shaped end into the gunny bag, and point the other end down into a small bag. Take out as much as you want, slap and shake the gunny bag back into shape and none would be the wiser.

Pilfering peppercorns in that manner, Paul, Kunju and Eapen used to fly over the land. Once, while floating above when they looked down on earth, they saw Lonachan uncle and chachan waiting for them with orangeberry sticks, notorious for their pliability and sturdiness when used for caning.

After he descended to earth that day, no other children from the tharavad were allowed to be in Paul’s company. He was turned into a lone wolf, whether he was going to school, church or the river. Paul also preferred that because whoever tried to befriend him thereafter were all school dropouts or playing truant. More than the teachers at the school, these friends taught him everything there was to know. But what he learnt from them he could not reveal to his folks at home.

By then, the migration from southern Kerala to Malabar had begun. Members of Paul’s tharavad had no such need. It was the indigent and starving who made a beeline for Malabar. Outha did moot the idea of cornering some land cheap in Malabar to increase their wealth, but Paul’s grandmother butted in, ‘No one will go anywhere. Till my last breath, I need my children beside me. After my time, you all can do as you please.’

That was not long in coming; she passed away quietly. However, all her children regretted not fulfilling her last wish. It was June and looking at the gathering dark rain clouds, she had said, ‘Chinna, prepare some shark cuts with colocasia stem and ground coconut for dinner.’

When Chinna searched in the container fashioned out of betel spathe, she couldn’t find even a piece of shark. When she asked Lonachan if he could get it from the Kummannoor market, he wriggled out with, ‘You can see it’s going to rain heavily. Today you manage with some sardines.’ When she searched near the stove, she found some dried pieces of ray. She made a curry with colocasia and ground coconut paste. Paul’s grandmother had her dinner and went to bed. In the night she felt some discomfort. Outha’s wife poured a ladle of rice water into her mouth. Paul’s grandmother was gone before she could drink it fully.

With her death, the grouses that everyone had nursed while she was alive started to come out into the open. Since Outha had the nous to contain issues before the public got wind of it, he built a house at the northern end of the property and shifted there.

It was after Lonachan’s wife took control of the tharavad that Chinna and her son’s hard times began. One day, Lonachan took Chinna to the pond and told her, ‘Sister, don’t think that I am unaware that she’s giving you a hard time. But what can I do? Her nature is like that. You also know what a scoundrel your son is. It’s no use blaming him either. He’s misbegotten. She won’t let him survive here. Let’s do something. Rather than live a life of constant bickering, Malabar is a better option. I’ll come with you and buy you four times the property you own here. I’ll buy you out here, at the price you name.’

‘I had also decided along the same lines. However, can’t we do this after Paul’s final examination in his third form is done? Only a year is left for that.’ Chinna managed to hide her tears while she said this.

‘Oh, what’s he going to study, pass exams and all that for? The people from Maruthangal family are also headed there, so it is better to do it now. Moreover, the people who reach early will get the choice lands.’

After getting down at Thalassery railway station, they caught a coal-powered steam bus to Irupuzha. The bus was full of people who were going to purchase land in Malabar or who had already concluded the purchase and were returning after a trip to their homes. Though the bus had people from Kummannoor and its neighbouring areas, Lonachan showed them no signs of recognition. The majority were down-and-out, penniless families from Kummannoor who had uprooted themselves and come there in search of a new life. They would go back and spread the word that Lonachan’s family too had to find refuge in Malabar. Therefore, Lonachan decided that he would buy land for Chinna only in a place where no one from Kummannoor had staked a claim.

Lonachan and Chinna stayed in Puliyanthara for a few days in a shed belonging to some people from Ramapuram, who had arrived only a year ago. They had started farming. The lady of the house asked them where Paul’s father was. Lonachan told her that Chinna’s husband had died from a sudden fever, and to save her from her mother-in-law’s harassment, Chinna had been brought back to their tharavad.

For two or three days Lonachan went around scouting for land. The main consideration was complete absence of people from Kummannoor. The next was that when he reported back home, his father and brother should not blame him for buying lesser acreage. Though he had prospected in Ulikkal, Edoor and Keezhpalli, Lonachan understood that he would not get the desired acreage with the money in hand. That was when he decided he would check out Perumpadi. The family from Ramapuram was not in favour of dumping Chinna and her son in that place. Lonachan changed tack then.

‘Our plan is that all of us will come here after disposing of all the property back home. My big brother says we should start an estate here, not merely do farming. As far as I can see, Perumpadi has the right kind of soil and topography for that. So let our sister also stay where we all will settle eventually. The only delay is in getting back and disposing of our property there. Till then, we have to construct a small house for her to live in.’

Lonachan managed to procure plain land by the riverside that assured adequate water. Around thirteen or fourteen families had already established their base in Perumpadi. And there was Kuttayi’s shop-in-a-shanty. Gathering three or four labourers, Lonachan had a shed built, installed his sister and her son in it, bought them provisions to last a few days, and set off for home.

He had expected his sister to remind him, ‘Chettayi, you must come at least occasionally,’ as he left, but since no sound came from her, he turned around and told her, ‘Someone will come sometime.’

He suddenly felt he was looking at his sister of their childhood days. When the four siblings used to play in the sugarcane field, Chinna used to indulge him the most. It would have been better if she had stayed back in Kummannoor, growing paddy and sugarcane. But then, her son would have ruined the tharavad. As long as she stayed in Kummannoor, she and her son would be identified with their tharavad. If they remained in Malabar, it didn’t matter what scandals he was the author of—at least their tharavad was safe from infamy.

While crossing the river on his way back, Lonachan’s eyes were moist. He asked himself why it had not occurred to him to buy land beyond Perumpadi that had fields, neighbours, and was flat. Why had he abandoned them in this lonely boondocks, this hilly and wooded land? Who knows? We all believe that we are good-hearted when we do something. We have ideas of the ideal ways in which things should shape up. How else do we justify our actions?
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Father Neerukuzhi

Seated on the stacked planks that served as a bench in Prasannan’s teashop, Paul sir told Theruva Mathu, ‘Sit down, my fellow. This is not one of the Kummannoor stories. This happened in Perumpadi. Sit down!’

‘I shall sit here.’ Mathu sat down on the half wall and leaned against the pillar. That he chose not sit on the planks beside Paul sir was not out of respect as his ex-student.

As was the case with all lethargic migrants, Mathu too, as soon as he woke up, would get off his mat, take off and flick his mundu vigorously to get rid of the dust, wear it back and head straight for the teashop. Since he was always late to settle his account, Prasannan would prepare an apology of a tea for him only after everyone else had been served and the glasses washed. Mathu did not mind that. Till tea was served, he could sit on the wooden planks balanced on cut-out laterite bricks and read the newspaper up and down and sideways and across.

One Friday, the newspaper ran a half-page movie advertisement. As Mathu sat reading the newspaper listlessly, the karanavar of Macholil turned up. His pastime was not watching movies, but watching movie advertisements till something stirred inside him and eased out eventually. As soon as he entered the teashop, he looked at the picture of Silk Smitha; her buxom body filled the half-page.

Stating, ‘She seems to have pulled down a little,’ he sat down close to Mathu.

As he sat, the planks shifted and the gap between them narrowed. What was seen next was Mathu’s bulging eyes. With plummy abuses that got scattered wordlessly, Mathu had not only the karanavar but even his forebears resurrected and upright on their feet.

After Mathu had been helped off the plank bench and laid on the floor by two other customers, Prasannan approached him, flicked up his mundu, peered down and said, ‘This looks like a rat caught in a crab’s pincers.’

‘What’s that story, Prasanna?’ asked Paul sir who had just entered.

‘Oh, that one you have heard sir, the story about long beans farming,’ Prasannan the raconteur said.

‘Ah, don’t the youngsters keep singing the song featured in that?’ Paul sir could only remember the song.

The karanavar of Macholil, teetering on the edge of senescence, asked, ‘Which song?’

‘Here, take the long beans, take them,

Release my nuts, let go of them.’

‘Admittedly, I don’t have pincers. So, for those who make me suck dicks by taking things on credit and do not pay up, I have kept ready this plank trap. Do you get it?’ Prasannan said, while sliding up a glass of what passed for tea between Mathu’s legs who had barely managed to get into a sitting position after his trauma.

After that incident, whoever chose to sit on the plank bench started to wear drawers under their mundu. Theruva Mathu alone decided that he would sit no more on the bench.

Seated on the half-wall, Mathu listened to Paul sir’s tale.

‘It was when Neerukuzhi Father was around. We had no church then. We had a grass-roofed shed where the church now stands. Father used to come from Puliyanthara for the Sunday mass. He would come on Saturday evening and sleep in the shed. I used to bring a cot and give him company. One Sunday, when the service was about to start, we discovered that the sacramental bread that he had to distribute at the end of the service was missing. “What shall we do, Paul,” cried Father. “Father, make your sermon long, stretch it out. I shall be back with the hosts when it’s time for the communion.” From where? I would have had to go as far as Kunnoth. Those days, Kuttychettan of the Padukka family had a bicycle. I shot off on that. To cut a long story short, by the time the sermon ended, I was back with the hosts. But just as I was handing them over to Father, I fell unconscious. I had the bicycle practically flying over land all the time.’

While narrating this, Paul sir had no inkling that his memory had been wiped clean of the real sight that had met him when he returned—after spouting something or the other till late that Sunday evening in the guise of a sermon, both Father Neerukuzhi and the faithful who had been listening to him all along had collapsed in that shed and were lying around, exhausted.

In its place, Paul sir’s thoughts had run to his mission those days of giving the father company on Saturday nights.

The priest was adamant that he needed the cot on Saturday upon his arrival for the next day’s service. The eighteen-year-old Paul would carry the charpoy from his home to the shed every Saturday evening. It would begin with the priest sleeping on the cot and Paul on the floor. After a little while, Father would say, ‘Son, don’t sleep on the floor. It’s rather cold. Come up and sleep, we can hug each other and lie.’

Paul would climb onto the cot, thinking the Father very considerate and loving.

‘Do you know how to play the flute, Paul?’ Father would laugh and ask as they lay in each other’s arms.

Paul liked the flautist’s role that sandalwood pappan had initiated him into. The charpoy would creak depending on the tune and tempo of the flute-playing. The next morning, Father would himself turn the cot upright and convert it into a confessional. Paul used to be amazed that after all the nocturnal activity, Father would conduct the services without bathing or even washing up, since there was no pond or well in that vicinity.

Many years later—that is, after two years of Father Neerukuzhi giving up his pastoral charge and priestly duties and moving to the Priest Home to lead a retired life—he came to meet his erstwhile parishioners in Perumpadi. Paul sir had retired and was at home. As soon as Father entered Reformation House, he asked, ‘Paul, son, are you doing well? Do you remember how we converted the cot into a confessional?’

‘Of course, Father, I did carry the cot, didn’t I?’ Paul sir said, as many thoughts passed through his mind.

‘Yes, I remember. One day, when I had sat down to listen to the confessions, the women, pushing and shoving, toppled the cot. One of the ladies and I found ourselves beneath the cot, in a clinch. It used to be fun. I have written my autobiography filled with these stories.’

‘That’s very good. What is the name of the autobiography?’

‘Soulful Hymns of a Flute. How do you like it?’

‘That is the apt title for it, Father,’ Paul sir said, without overthinking it. He saw off the priest after plying him with tea and savouries. Kummannoor’s Paul sir could never forget Father Neerukuzhi. He had converted the common man Paul to Paul sir.

Though Lonachan had bought Chinna and her son a large tract of land and settled them in Perumpadi, they were not getting much returns from the land. Whatever she could plant was eaten by wild pigs, monkeys and sambar deer. Paul had not grown old enough to earn a living on his own. They could pull on because they were only two and their expenses were limited.

‘Means of livelihood vary from place to place. Depending on our health and circumstances, whatever we can do to survive we should do. Chinna, the primary thing is to be alive. When you ascend to heaven, our Maker will only ask of you if you have lived the life He had given you. I have no belief that He believes in rights and wrongs or He keeps an account of them. Isn’t He the be-all and the end-all?’

That was sandalwood pappan’s first visit to Perumpadi. That evening, he cooked a small cat he had killed somewhere, claiming it was a jungle cat. He was holding forth while eating the meat with boiled dried tapioca.

‘If you go east from Kollur beyond Udupi in Karnataka, it’s all hills ahead of you. All the hermits doing penance in the caves there need this drug every day. I reach Kollur with supplies. From there the devotees procure from me and climb the hills; it’s their offering to the ascetics, like chrysanthemums distributed in Mahe mosque. No police will touch them. In our own churches, though they do not give it to us as oblation, don’t our priests offer wine during mass? At that time, don’t they sip enough to make their tongues tingle? In Kunnathur Padi, Muthappan quaffs toddy. When the Sabarimala pilgrims have their irumutikettu nira ceremony, many of them buy Idukki gold off me. What’s wrong in that?’

Though he kept talking, since she was feeling sleepy, Chinna had gone in and shut the door. With his belly full, for fulfilling his next need, he tried his luck by knocking on Chinna’s door. A voice from Paul’s room said, ‘Pappan, you can come here.’ Though his mood was for something else, the pragmatist that he was, conceding that something was better than nothing, he went into Paul’s room. After that, all his advices were for Paul.

‘You are now around sixteen. Do you know where I was when I was your age? Korangatti, one-and-a-half day’s walk from Neriamangalam. My father had sent me off saying you have grown cockles and feathers, go and fend for yourself. To this day, I’ll swear that every paterfamilias should do this. In your case there is, of course, no paterfamilias to be reckoned with. You could say lemongrass distillation is my occupation in Korangatti. But that is for namesake. What I really make is moonshine—for the biggest abkari* supplier in Thiruvithamkoor. His henchmen come and take it down the hillside, evading the excise department. From then till now, pappan has only worked on the wrong side of the law. I’ve never had to ask anyone for money because of that. I’m telling you because of my affection for you. Although you have no father, you should live without sucking up to anyone. I shall tell you the way.’

Though it was his first visit, pappan became a sought-after person for all the people living scattered around Perumpadi.

It is on record that common-man Paul had been transformed into Paul sir by Father Neerukuzhi.

However, before that, pappan had anointed him with ‘Paul is my guy. Whoever wants this drug can ask him’. He sat among the clump of reeds near the river, teaching his newly-acquired acolytes-cum-customers in Perumpadi how to re-fill marijuana into beedis and re-roll them. The first step was to undo the beedi’s thread and hang it on one of the fingers. Then the tobacco shreds were emptied into the palm of the other hand and half of it thrown away.

‘It is safer to start slowly at low strength. Which is why this tobacco is mixed. Once your tolerance goes up, tobacco needn’t be mixed. The stuff by itself should do.’

The emptied tendu leaf of the beedi was kept on top of the middle finger like a parasol. With the left thumb and index finger, the tobacco and marijuana were commingled vigorously. Once he felt it had reached the required softness, he dropped it back into the leaf, compacted it and rolled the beedi back to its original shape, using the string to tie as before.

A majority of the men in Perumpadi at the time sat amidst the clump of reeds and laughed, cried, floated, flew, felt famished like there was no tomorrow, saw a rocky outcrop turning into a towering mountain and worshipped pappan as Jesus Christ, Lord Shiva and so on. Since pappan’s visits were occasional, the men started to come in search of Paul for the fix. And soon, Paul became their Jesus Christ and Shiva.

Watching her son’s waywardness, Chinna was at a loss as to what she could do. She narrated the story of St Augustine and his mother St Monica that she had heard as a child in Kummannoor.

St Augustine had gone astray just like Paul. St Monica, who used to weep and pray for her son day and night, collected her tears in a vessel. When her intoxicated son would come home, she would show him that vessel. Enraged by the sight, the son would take the vessel and pour the liquid over her head.

When he was told that religious story, Paul pulled out a sheaf of currency notes and flinging them at his mother, asked, ‘Was this St Augustine born a bastard? If you have any stories of such saints, amma, you may tell me. But only for me to hear. I am trying to make a living for both of us.’

Though the name of someone who ranked way above the saints came to her mind as one born without a father, she considered it would be sinful to think that way and kept quiet. She had not gone to church after reaching Perumpadi. There were no churches anywhere close by. She thought perhaps that accounted for her son’s wild ways.

The last confession of the karanavar of Cherukana at the Puliyanthara church culminated in Perumpadi getting its church. No one would have said he was over eighty years looking at him prance around without so much as breaking into a sweat. On his stroll one late evening, distracted by the sight of the coconut palm whose crown had been eaten up by red palm weevils, he stumbled on the single-log bridge that spanned a twelve-foot-deep gulch. When it descended, with nothing to hold on to or break its fall, his body did not behave as it would have liked to. The maximum impact as it hit the rock beneath the bridge was on his left thigh.

His children took him home, feeling lucky that his head had missed the rock. As a painkiller, they chose a native anodyne—small doses of alcohol distilled from fermented paddy water. In the drowsiness that it induced, he blurted out some of his old misadventures. What their mother had wished would never come out in the open was what the man was divulging in his drunken stupor, lying on that bed. In a bid to keep his confessions from making sense to his children, she bawled louder than his orations.

When the combined chorus of his declamations and her wails became intolerable, the eldest son, Kunjuvarkey, fetched Rajappan vaidyar from Kacherikadavu, across the river. After checking the old man’s legs, hands, tongue, eyes and pulse, Rajappan vaidyar said, ‘If it was any other bone, he’d have been saved. This is the femur; no one can help him. You would have heard how, a long time ago, Bheema had felled Duryodhana by hitting his thigh. Even in a duel with maces, there was a rule that the thigh bone shouldn’t be hit. Why? Because when the femur is broken, it is the end.’

When she saw her children planning to hospitalize him, his wife suggested, ‘Don’t try to do anything else. Take your father to some church. Not only him, me too. We need to confess. We need to receive the Holy Communion. And the last sacrament.’

They carried his cot to Puliyanthara church. Still tipsy from the paddy distillate, lying on the cot, the old man rambled and said many things without head or tail to the priest. Deeming it to be a confession, the father blessed him, absolved him and dismissed him. But his wife took more than an hour with her confession. At the end, the priest said, ‘It’s a mortal sin. Absolution can be granted only by Him.’

The priest stood in front of the altar and prayed with his arms spread out. Although when his arms felt fatigued, he lowered them, in the interim he had made some mental calculations on how to use the opportunity. Later, he had made tall claims to many that it was the greatest challenge he had faced in his life as a priest, and that unable to reach a decision, he had sweated blood in those interminable minutes. After a while, he rose as if he had had an epiphany.

‘Though it is at the fag-end, since there has been repentance, there can be absolution if a substantive reparation is offered.’

‘Any reparation can be done, Father. Our sins shouldn’t visit our children,’ the tearful wife agreed.

‘For Perumpadi to be spared the harms from this deadly sin, which will blight many generations, that place should have a church. To build that, the Cherukana family shall have to donate at least half of their property. Do you agree?’

When the old man was told of this, biting down on his pain, he summoned the priest to his bedside. Assuming that the karanavar had something more to confess, the priest put the maniple back on, crossed himself and lowered his head to line his ear with the old man’s mouth. Overcome as he was with emotion and assailed by doubts if that would hinder his capacity to express himself adequately, the elder finally managed to say this: ‘You wretched bugger, do you think your father had amassed the Cherukana family’s wealth for you to fucking fritter it away on your frigging church?’

The priest pretended that he had not heard any of that and said aloud, ‘So, it’s agreeable to you. God bless you.’

When they were leaving after receiving the Last Sacrament, the priest told them that he and his entourage would arrive at Perumpadi for the paper work transferring half of the property in the name of the church. When he overheard that, the old man summoned his wife to his side and said, ‘Edi . . . you rotten whore who had led even your own father to sin, you have taken away even our children’s inheritance, haven’t you?’

Cutting short her own expostulation, ‘Oh yeah! Don’t make me . . .’ his wife gave him a dirty look. The stare that lasted for a few moments was pregnant with secrets that only two of them were privy to. When the old man felt that he received more solace from the eyes of the angels of death hovering above him rather than from his wife’s eyes, he wavered and dropped his stare.

He died after the church had the property transferred in its name. The first shed was built there. When the question of where to bury him rose, the people started to voice the thought that if there was a church there should be a cemetery too. They located the cemetery exactly where the Cherukana karanavar had hacked the ground with the first swing of his pick, after he had arrived in Perumpadi, swimming across the river. The first corpse to be buried in Perumpadi in a grave with proper Christian funeral rites was that of the first man to settle down there.

‘The bishop has given permission for only one mass on Sundays. A young priest will come. There should be arrangements for him to sleep in the shed the previous night. Everyone should attend the service. Let’s see if we can erase Perumpadi’s infamy,’ the priest at Puliyanthara told the ground rules to a delegation led by Cherukana Kunjuvarkey, which had come from Perumpadi to meet him.

Thus was paved the way for the advent of Father Neerukuzhi. Counting everyone, the number of people present for the mass was less than twenty, the majority being women. The men would have gone to the butcher to corner the best cuts. Eventually, the priest had to summon Malayani Kunjepp and warn him, ‘Eda . . . you must sell meat only after the service. Or I will ban your butchery.’

‘Father, I shall abide by what you say. But there is a problem. You may not get your appam and meat curry as soon as the service is over.’

Chinna used to prepare the food for the priest. Before dawn, Paul had to fetch the meat reserved for the priest and dice it. She would leave for church only after the curry was on the stove and boiling. After some reflection, the priest said, ‘Take a kilo of the prime cut and deliver it to Chinnachechi in the morning. The round and shank need to be done only after the service is over. If I don’t eat something as soon as the service is over, I feel weak. The Good Lord knows that.’

Nevertheless, the men continued their vigil around the suspended slaughter animal. That was when the priest came up with the plan of forming a youth club. To host it, he placed a small table and two benches under a tree near the church shed. Books and periodicals that he had received from different places were kept there for people to read. The public did not read them not because it was religious literature, but because most of them did not know how to read.

When the youth club too failed to take off, as he lay with Paul in his embrace, Father asked him, ‘Paul, what’s the way to get people to attend church?’

Paul, of course, knew that, if instead of the sacramental bread, appam and curry in the morning, six ounces of moonshine, and a joint were given, every man and his uncle would be present for the service. However, he did not inform the priest this. Deciding that if the priest could work out what he was saying, he should be allowed to, Paul said, ‘You must extend opportunities for the young people to have fun, Father.’

‘What according to them is fun, son?’

‘There are many. But what can be permissible within the church limits? Would playing cards be allowed?’

‘Ah, what’s wrong in playing cards?’

The priest too was fond of playing cards. That was how card games that used to take place on the riverbanks and among the reed clusters got transferred to the church grounds, post the Sunday service, under the guise of the youth club meets. Even non-Christians became members of the youth club. Initially ‘twenty-eight’ and its elder brother ‘fifty-six’, both bidding games based on Bridge, were played. Gradually, youth club meetings started to take place even on days when the priest was absent. Those days, pareel, a version of poker and jackpot rummy for which laying cash bets was easy, were played. On some days, even pullimuri, a more virulent version of stud poker, was played in the church grounds.

Even after Father Neerukuzhi was transferred from their church, the youth club meetings continued. When monsoon arrived, the demand for a pucca building where they could hold their meetings without getting drenched arose among the members. Even those who did not have a house of their own were keen to have one built for the club, the reason being they spent more time there than in their own homes.

Bowing to the demands of the youth club, the first festival of the church was celebrated. The priest insisted that they should hold rasa and ladeenj with pomp. The youth countered that the priest could do whatever he wanted within the church, but outside, it was their territory and their variety of entertainment would be performed and a procession taken out till Kacherikadavu. The priest gave them permission on the condition that it was entirely their baby.

Once they received his permission, the youth club members passed a resolution that the high point of the festival should be the procession. Candlelight procession and decorations were a given. They needed a carriage or float to install the saint. The young men cut reeds from the riverbanks and started the fabrication. The float was to be made in the shape of a dove or a horse and the idol of the saint would be kept in the middle. This chariot pulled by eight or ten people would bring up the rear of the procession, wowing the spectators.

Although the reeds were cut, among the youth there was no one who could fabricate the chariot with the grandeur it required. Then someone suggested a carpenter from Peratta who was skilled in making chariots. Carrying his bag of tools, he turned up at around 10 a.m., two days before the festival. That was the first season in which cashew fruits had been grown in Perumpadi. The youth had gathered all the fruits, extracted the juice and fermented it into cashew arrack to celebrate the church festival. From the morning itself, it had been passed around to set the tone for the chariot building. As soon as he arrived, the carpenter was also served a glass.

‘You should have left it to mature a little more. You have taken it out too soon. No patience,’ was his verdict.

That was an off-the-cuff remark. If the wash had been left to ferment more, it would have got spoiled. He had passed the comment only to honour his guru who had taught him that only if carpenters nit-picked at everything under the sun would they be respected by the general public.

Apart from criticizing even the flight of a crow that had the misfortune to fly past him at the moment, that carpenter had another habit. Irrespective of which direction he was setting out to, his bag of tools invariably contained something that could be an accompaniment to toddy. If nothing else, at least a few bird’s eye chillies. Toddy could always be arranged somehow. What was always missing was something sharp and spicy to leaven the sourness of the toddy. When he started on his journey to Perumpadi, what he kept in his bag was something special.

For months he had been baiting a rat trap that he himself had made. The first victim got caught in it the day before he was to set out for Perumpadi. It was a decent-sized male bandicoot that had been fattened on a diet of the carpenter’s neighbour’s tender tapioca tubers, which it had been marauding for weeks. After he beat it to death, he did not feel like throwing it away. Skinning the one-and-half kilo creature, he had seasoned it with a large dollop of pepper and roasted it. He packed it in desiccated plantain leaf and brought it along with him. When he saw that the young men were plying him with arrack, with unstinting generosity, in reciprocation of their munificence, he opened the packet and placed it on the table with the exhortation, ‘Dig in sons.’ Taken in by its rousing taste, none of them, as they dug in, paused to ask its provenance. But Paul wanted to know. Picking up a piece and examining it from all angles by twisting it with his fingers, he asked, ‘What’s this?’

‘Your father’s bollocks, sliced and seasoned. If you want to have a lick, do it.’

The carpenter had spoken in the spirit of camaraderie among drinkers. But Paul did not like it. He had no idea who his father was. That was the reason why from his childhood onwards, if anyone questioned his paternity or abused his father, he would get nettled and become infuriated. Consequently, without any consideration for the carpenter’s age and condition, he slapped him across his face.

The carpenter, who lost his grip on the glass and choked on the arrack in his mouth, shook his head, stood up, spat the drink out and, without any forethought, took a chisel out of his bag and stabbed Paul. As the first stab landed, Paul leaped up and caught hold of the carpenter by his neck. Although the carpenter continued to stab as he was being held away, they only reached Paul’s mundu, which was soon in tatters.

At the sight of the blood on Paul’s chest, all his friends took flight. Pushing away the tiring carpenter, Paul also took to his legs, and half walking and half running, he tried to reach his home and his mother. By the time he reached the yard of the house and shouted for his mother, he fainted and fell down.

Chinna, who had come out of the house, started to shriek, unable to understand what had happened or what was to be done next. Since they had no neighbours, no one heard her shouts. Even if someone had, he would not have ventured to go to her. The Perumpadians never paused to see why there was a bloody fight in their vicinity and went about minding their own business.

After the initial bewilderment, holding up her son, Chinna came onto the road. A little distance from their house, one of his friends joined the pedestrian ambulance service. Half-way to Kacherikadavu, they could see a man coming towards them. His looks and gait resembled that of Paul, if he were about fifty years old. Chinna stopped, staring at him.

‘Chettayi, my son.’ When she said that and transferred Paul’s weight to Onachchan’s arms, Chinna was in daze.

‘Son . . .’ Onachchan hugged the son he was meeting for the first time.

Paul got back home after spending twenty-one days in the Thalassery government hospital. His uncles visited him in the hospital. Perhaps because they found his father there, they did not extend any worthwhile help. On the night of their return from the hospital, Onachchan told Chinna and Paul, ‘Malabar is not a bad place at all. People are living a happy, productive life in Irupuzha, Edoor and Peravoor. But this Perumpadi, as far as I have been able to make out, this is some Sodom or Gomorrah. All the brigands and bandits, scoundrels and murderers, elopers and seducers and absconders from law are living here. If I had known that my brothers-in-law had dumped you in this place, I would have come running, irrespective of the consequences. Let’s end your stay here. We’ll sell the place and move to a more civilized, liveable location in Malabar itself and buy land there.’

After some contemplation, Chinna said, ‘No, chettayi. This was my brothers’ gift to me. Let things go on as they are. In this place, no one has asked who Paul’s father is, whether he is dead, etc. My concerns are about him. And, since he grew up here, he will survive anywhere. I believe that at least with this incident, the Good Lord will grant him some sense.’

Since he got the impression that her mind was set and no amount of persuasion would work, he did not pursue the matter further. The next morning, he took Paul along with him to meet Father Neerukuzhi at the Puliyanthara church. When he told the priest that he was Paul’s uncle, the priest gave both of them a studied look.

‘Father, you needn’t give us a look of suspicion. Your doubts are confirmed. I shall not have my son drinking and raising hell in Perumpadi any longer. You must suggest some way out.’

‘What am I supposed to do? These guys have to improve themselves. If the youth improve, so will the place they live in. Since all of them spend their days drinking hard and playing cards, that accursed land will always remain damned. Can anyone read or write there? Do you know?’

‘I do. Not only Malayalam, but English too. I have studied up to third form. I couldn’t write the exam, that is all,’ Paul said, his head held high.

‘Ah-ha! That is interesting.’

The priest suddenly thought about his own family. Although his joint family had some property and money, none of his relatives were well off. He was ashamed that a few of them, still bearing his family name, had turned into vagabonds. Therefore, at every given opportunity, he tried to give his relatives a leg up. And yet, he heard only complaints from them, such as what is the use of having a priest in the family, fat lot of good it is doing for us and so on. His immediate concern was what could he do in Perumpadi that would benefit his own family at large. That prompted him to say, ‘If that is so, let’s stop the clubbing for the time being. We can start a school in that building. You are the teacher there. Training and all that can be done later. Let’s see if we can attract enough students. We shall have to keep one more teacher from outside. I will have to search for someone suitable.’

After having had a commoner Paul anointed as Paul sir, when Onachchan was about to leave for Thiruvithamkoor, Chinna asked him with much hesitation, ‘Will my sister say anything about your coming here and staying this long with us?’

‘Oh, what will she say? She sent me here.’
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Paul Sir of Kummannoor

E.P. Luka, a young man whom Father Neerukuzhi had purportedly located with great difficulty, was the second teacher at Perumpadi school. The Perumpadians were never given to digging up anyone’s past or trying to discover their provenance. This was the reason they did not know that Luka sir was the son of Father Neerukuzhi’s sister.

Orotha, the priest’s sister, was married into a family in Mannanam. Her eldest son, Luka, after passing the Eighth Standard Public Examination, or ESLC, was at a loose end. Some local people had been claiming that he was not finding employment because of his crooked ways. Father Neerukuzhi was relieved that when it came to Perumpadi, it didn’t matter if the person was crooked or twisted. However, he decided that, to err on the side of caution, Luka should stay with him in Puliyanthara.

Passing by Kacherikadavu, Luka sir would walk all the way from Puliyanthara to the lower primary school at Perumpadi, with his lunch packed in the freshly picked tender spathe of areca palm. By the time he reached, it would be 10 a.m. However late he was, the school bell would be rung only once they saw his silhouette on the horizon.

Paul sir would have reached the school much before that. But the children did not hold much opinion about his skills. It was only since they were part of a school were they referred to as children. Going by their age and aspect, they were anything but. Till yesterday, all of them were in Paul’s company, whiling away their time on the riverbank or in the club. After all that fun and games, to address him as sir did not come easy. Not that Paul sir believed or wanted that his students should tremble at the sight of him.

During the initial years, when students came to join the school, Father Neerukuzhi and Paul sir made an assessment based on their size and growth and gave each of them in the school records an arbitrary date of birth and two identification marks. They also christened those candidates who turned up with only pet names—Kochu, Kunju, Kuttan, Njoonj, Pappi, Molu, Pennu, Penni, Kunjupennu, Chachi and so on—with formal names. Adolescents and older ones with moustaches and maidens with pronounced mammary development were all enrolled in the first standard and learnt the alphabet.

Every year, the club building was extended to create additional classrooms and office rooms. The club was shifted to the south end of the compound and a shack built for it. In order that the card playing and other fun and games did not disrupt the functioning of the school, Paul sir was also anointed as the club president.

As accretions grew around the old clubhouse, by the time the school opened its fifth standard, it started to resemble a school building. In what started off as a room made with thatches, when he continued to be addressed as sir for over two to three years, some changes started to show in Paul too.

A self-imposed discipline, some taboos, some proscriptions, choosing words with care and delivering them gravely, a gentility when dealing with people started to manifest in him. Even if they were students, if there were forty people ready to listen to what we say all the time, possibly anyone could change this way. If not, was there any reason for Paul to not get enraged when Maniyelil Jose did what he did? Or, after some reflection, was there a need to tamp down on the rising ire inside him?

Paul was teaching how to add double-digit numbers. After writing out examples on the blackboard and explaining all their intricacies, he asked Jose, ‘What do you get when you add twelve and fifteen?’

‘Sir, please wait.’

Assuming he was in need of time to tote it up, Paul sir waited.

Jose was applying lime on a betel leaf. Once he was satisfied that he had achieved full and even coverage of the leaf, he folded the leaf and shoved it deep into his mouth. He took out a wad of tobacco from his pouch that held the paan ingredients, cut a piece from it with his penknife and squeezed that too in between his right molars. After grinding them both for a little while, he extracted two diced areca nut pieces and placed them between his teeth. Deciding that he would have his say after he masticated the amalgam to a fine pulp, Jose stood up. However, since by then the paan had filled his mouth with saliva, he could not speak. He showed his right index finger to ask for further forbearance from his master; he then went out, spat, returned to the classroom and asked respectfully, ‘What do you want to know now?’

‘What do you get if you add twelve and fifteen?’ Paul sir repeated the question without any display of irritation.

‘I don’t know that. Sir, may be if you try harder, you may be able to work it out.’

Jose resumed his seat and returned his paan pouch back to where it belonged. When he had no other go, Luka sir used to cadge paan off him. At those times, if he were to tell Luka sir he had run out of supplies, Luka sir would blow his top.

Anywhere in the world, the bell makes the school. Once the practice of ringing the school bell on time is in vogue, the school’s proceedings gain a gravity of their own. When the British were still around, they had tried to build a railway line through Perumpadi. Some would say they were building it to reach Coorg. Others believe it was only to transport logs till the river. Whatever may have been their honourable intention, a rusty piece of rail was procured from the rail line’s relics and consecrated as the school bell.

Father Neerukuzhi opined, ‘Our school is following British discipline. Once the teachers and students learn to respect this school bell, this school will flourish.’

Luka sir was adamant that the school bell should be respected. Once, when a student, showing utmost disrespect, swung from the school bell, he flew into a rage. He caught hold of him, and after landing two slaps on his thigh, asked him, ‘Will you swing from your own father’s dick like this?’

In tears, the student replied, ‘No, I won’t.’

‘So you won’t, right? This bell is as important to the school, as the dick is to your pater. Never lay a finger on this again.’

When the bell started to be rung on time, everything fell into place and a method came into the madness. In the morning, everyone was made to stand for the assembly. The students were not arranged by their class. They stood in lines; that was all.

The teachers went to each student, who had to stretch out their hands and show their teeth. This was to identify those who had not cut their nails and brushed their teeth. The punishment was to make them clean their teeth with charred saw dust and cut their nails in public. Matted hair and dried drool marks were dead giveaways of those who had done away with the morning bath. The boys found with these markers were led to the river by the masters.

Paul sir knew that, all said and done, girls would only bathe in the evening. Luka sir did once try his luck and suggested that the girls too could be taken to the river by the masters.

Paul sir put paid to his hopes with a curt, ‘Cut out such shameless talk.’

On some days, the forenoon lessons consisted of swimming and frolicking in the river.

Before long, the church got a permanent building in place of the shed. The timber from the forest and the public’s labour wrought the transformation. Esthapanos Elder or St Stephen was the deity. When he saw the icon, Olichira Vakkachan, a member of the parish, said, ‘Damn good thing that he has been installed as the deity. We too can call upon him once in a while for succour.’

In Thiruvithamkoor, black pepper and paddy smugglers would appeal for protection with the words, ‘O Esthappane Valiachcha, protect us’. They would drop a couple of coins in the donation box of St Stephen, who for them was the patron saint of thieves and their ilk, ignoring the fact that St Nicholas had already taken that place. With his hand of protection over them, no police could ever catch them. Olichira Vakkachan was a moonshiner.

Once they were made an independent parish, the priest started regular visits to the church, and daily mass started. Perumpadians conceded this much—the school had done some good. And that Paul and Luka were masters who could teach. At least some of the children had started to read the Bible and sing Malayalam hymns from the prayer books placed in the church.

Once the rainy season was over, Luka sir would shift his classes to beneath the tree near the church. The students too liked that. Neither the students nor their parents paid much attention to the fact that Luka sir would exhibit a special fondness towards some of the well-endowed senior girls. Every day, he would make the girl to whom he had taken a shine that day sit on his lap and read the text, with their combined fingers following the line being read. At regular intervals, pinches of admonitions and congratulatory caresses would be administered.

When Father Neerukuzhi was transferred out, Luka sir bought a plot of land in Perumpadi and built a small house there. Reaching the school became easy. In the evenings when he was free, he started to visit the homes of his students. During one such foray, he landed up at Neelanthanam Scaria’s house. The daughter of the house, Molly, was one among the lap girls of Luka sir.

‘How’s her studies, sir?’ asked her mother coquettishly.

‘She’s okay, but she doesn’t concentrate. Whatever I do, things don’t stick in her mind.’ He bluffed as if he knew by heart the progress chart of each student of the school.

‘Sir, if you have free time, please come in the evenings and teach her something.’

At that time, Luka sir did have his doubts if the woman had said this in all innocence or not. Much later, only after he had to marry Molly and after fathering two children, did he understand that mother’s foresight. After his marriage was orchestrated by Perumpadians, everyone said that next in line was Paul sir. The only question left was who the lucky girl would be. With that aim, the mothers of most of the girls made a play too. But Paul was determined not to marry any student of his.

After her attempts at snaring him failed, one of the mothers had this to say, ‘He may be a teacher and all that, but he doesn’t have a father to bring and show in the wedding ceremony.’

‘If the biological father himself were to be present at the wedding, how many people in Perumpadi would get married?’ retorted another woman, privy to the scandalous history of the accuser.

When she sought a bride for her son outside Perumpadi, Chinna discovered it was not easy. No family of any standing was willing to send their daughter to Perumpadi. Finally, when an alliance was mooted for a nurse from Irupuzha, she chose not to make detailed enquiries. Even if she had, that marriage was fated to happen.

Anyone who took ill in the valley consulted Chandradharan doctor residing in Irupuzha. Those who could not afford him went to one of the country medicine vaidyas. Those who could not afford even that, said a prayer and left everything to fate. Chandradharan was not a qualified doctor; there were people who claimed he was a compounder who had worked with a doctor and learnt bits and pieces from him. Whatever it was, his quinine solution was used by all as a panacea for every illness.

Though the Thattelil House belonging to Madathil was a noble family, they were not rich. The lady of that house and her daughter Kathrina had come to Chandradharan doctor to get her congestion treated. While asking about their household and their circumstances, he enquired if Kathrina knew how to read and write. Kathrina had completed seventh standard and had discontinued studies due to the family’s financial circumstances.

‘If you are doing nothing at home, why don’t you come here every morning? You can learn to dress wounds, mix medicines and all that. None of the girls here want to learn it, not that they are capable of learning anything.’

That was how Kathrina started going to the clinic. Within a short time, she learnt to dress wounds, prepare concoctions and even to do injections. But people in her place spread the rumour that she was working as a midwife.

The public had also been spreading calumny about Chandradharan doctor. When they grew tired of alleging that he was doing illegal abortions, they moved onto the next imputation. It all started with the story of a girl in Perumpadi experimenting with a tuber to satisfy her curiosity and friskiness. All such prurient stories would have Perumpadi’s men and women as the protagonists—the authors of such stories believed that anything could happen in Perumpadi.

When she could not retrieve the tuber that had snapped inside her, someone brought the girl to Chandradharan doctor. He reportedly gave her a look and filled a large vessel with water. The girl was asked to stand with her legs spread and lift the vessel. If the chroniclers are to be believed, the tuber reportedly shot out of her like a projectile.

One of the regular johns of Neerppadu Molamma, once when unable to pay her for the usual services, tried to mollify Molamma with this tale about the Perumpadi girl. After listening to his fable, Molamma edified him, ‘Like hell, some prick who doesn’t know his ass from his elbow has created this story. Women push out prototypes of you with head and limbs for a lark! And you are telling me about a piddly-little tuber? What do you all dickheads think? Instead of telling me fucked-up stories, give my money and scram!’

Some of the mud thrown at Chandradharan doctor splashed onto Kathrina too. That caused all the good alliances that came for her to fall through. When the proposal from Paul was mooted, her family was not keen in the beginning. But when they heard that he was a school teacher and had enough and more property, they succumbed.

It was night by the time the wedding party returned with the groom to Kathrina’s house. Since the journey had tired them, everyone fell asleep quickly. The room for their first night was a low-ceiling one with a stretched-out coarse cloth tied beneath it to stop dust falling down. After her bath, when Kathrina entered the room nervously, Paul was tying up a beedi. When he lit it and started to smoke, and an unfamiliar smell reached her, Kathrina asked, ‘What kind of beedi is this?’

‘It is a joint—it has the drug. I can’t do without this. When I got the job in the school, I gave up most of the habits that had been part of me. But this one alone, I can’t give up.’

‘If it’s not harmful, then don’t worry about it.’

‘Oh, what harm? If we smoke this, in whatever we do, the fun will be multiplied. Nothing else. Nothing more. I smoke it only occasionally. I had thought, let me add to the fun tonight.’

Kathrina became bashful. She said, ‘Come let’s sleep, it’s very late.’

Paul threw away the beedi only when the lit end, burning through the string, started to singe his fingers. Since she felt it was easy to converse with Paul, Kathrina wondered if she should ask him something that had been on her mind.

‘A friend of mine told me this. When I said that there’s nothing like that, she said, you should ask your husband once.’

‘What is it? Is it something impertinent?’

‘Nghaa, it’s a little impertinent. Will it bother you?’

‘Ask me whatever it is, Kathri.’ The emphasis with which he said this made him swing forward and in that move, he grabbed and embraced her. Resting against his body, Kathri asked, ‘She said there are no rapes in Perumpadi. Is it true?’

‘Umm . . . that place has no such offences. All the men are good like me.’

‘Not that way. Reportedly no one has to use force there. Then how can there be rape? Sir, have you had such unions without using force?’

‘Cheyy, I never used to even look at girls.’

‘Ah, such a saint.’

‘I am no saint. It’s just that I liked boys more than girls.’ Assuming he was joking, she laughed.

After he smoked a joint, Paul sir had various routines. If he was at his home, sometimes he would get up silently and start to walk. That would take him to the railway line the British had built. It was possibly a rail track on which no trains had ever run. In one place, a hill had been excavated creating a narrow gorge—like a tunnel with no roof—to lay the line. The rail tracks had been either fully corroded or cut up, prised out and taken away by people.

Whenever Paul reached that spot, he would sit on the rail, which was rusted and was barely able to bear his weight. The tracks ended about half a kilometre after that gorge. Sitting there, he could visualize the beginning and end of his life as if he was watching the engine and the last van of a train. The sugarcane fields of Kummannoor, the riverfronts of Perumpadi, the church, school, Reformation House, Kathrina, his son Jeremias and his wife Elsie, his baby grandson Arun and his horseplay—everything would flash in front of his eyes like coupled bogies of a train.

At other times, the fumes of marijuana would make him experience a hellfire that was his burning stomach. Famished, he would search heaven and earth for something to eat. On one such occasion, after he had hacked open a whole ripe jackfruit and eaten it completely, he saw two brahminy kites circling over a crow’s nest on the tip of the jackfruit tree.

He took a bamboo pole, poked the nest and brought it down. The unfledged crow chicks were like rolls of meat. He killed and roasted all the six chicks, adding salt, turmeric and black pepper, and ate them. After that, whenever he saw a crow’s nest, he would bring it down and take the chicks. And the crows, on their part, whenever they saw him, would swoop down and give him at least one peck on his head.

The blood feud between the crows and Paul sir ended when Jeremias was studying in the fourth standard. The students who reached the school in the morning told Paul sir a secret. They had seen a crow’s nest in Mavaliyel family’s estate. In the same conspiratorial tone, he asked the students, ‘Does anyone among you know how to climb trees?’

Five students whose hearts were not set on attending the class volunteered by raising their hands. Paul sir entered into a contract with them.

‘If the nest has only eggs, they’re yours. If there are chicks, bring them here, we shall rear them.’

The nest had chicks. Though they picked them up, since they were reserved for Paul sir, they wandered through the properties of many people in search of nests with eggs. They returned to the school only after each of them had two eggs. By that time, it was already time for distribution of upma for the students.

Paul sir did not scold them since they had handed over the four crow chicks. Arranging the chicks and blue eggs with black patterns in an array on the desk, Paul sir started the lessons.

‘Chicks will have more flesh than full-grown crows, especially when they are unfledged. This is because they don’t have to fly. They have to only sit in the nest and eat. When they grow wings and are strong enough to fly, the mother crow will reduce the feed. They will keep losing weight and when they can’t bear the hunger any longer, they will jump out of the nest. Instinctively, their wings will open. They will hop around and learn to fly. We should do the same thing with human babies. When they reach a certain age, stop feeding them. They will fend for themselves.’

His words were missed by many of the children mesmerized by the crow eggs on the table. Their doubts centred more on the eggs than crow meat characteristics.

‘Sir, hen’s eggs are white. Why do crows’ eggs have all these dots and flecks?’

‘Hen’s eggs must be visible, wherever they are. Hence, they are white. If snakes and nest raiders like you see the crows’ eggs, won’t they carry them away? Therefore, they are camouflaged with a colour close to that of the nest. You have watched how a chameleon changes its colour according to its surroundings; this is similar.’

By evening, all the eggs were broken from one cause or the other. Paul sir stated that he would take the chicks and rear them since he had nests at home. In the evening, when they went home, Jeremias carried the chicks. After they were skinned, seasoned with pepper and fried, he also received two pieces. The next day at school, he narrated this to his friends. One of them tried to finger Paul sir, ‘Hope the chicks you had taken away are keeping well?’

‘Aiyyo, they were eaten by the cat last night itself.’

‘Oh, yeah, two of those cats are present here.’

Another student went a step further. ‘Aiyye, crow-eaters.’

That made Jeremias’s eyes well up with tears. In the evening, when they reached home, he told his father, ‘Chacha, let’s not eat crows any more. All the children are mocking me.’

Before Paul sir heard it, a grey-headed crow picked it up. He shouted out to another crow who was getting ready to swoop down and peck Paul sir behind his ear. ‘Don’t do it, pal, he will not touch our chicks any more. Let’s forgive him for whatever he has done till now. After all, we’re crows!’

That day, Paul sir woke up to a deafening ruckus by the crows set off by a fully-fledged chick, grown lean by starving, leaping out of its nest in its attempt to fly. Its wings were not the oily black of an adult crow; they had feathers with dots and specks. At the sight of this, the mother crow, the juveniles who were zooming about, and the young adult crows started to caw and croak.

‘She has deceived us again. How could we be such fools? What was the mother crow doing? Doesn’t she recognize her own eggs? I shall now perch on a tree only after I peck it to death.’ So went their rants. The cuckoo chick lying on the ground was squeaking.

Watching all this excitement, an old crow perched on the black siris tree, said, ‘All this racket will do a fat load of good! Next year too, she’s going to trespass and lay her eggs in one of our homes. For zillions of years, this has been the story. Talking hasn’t made a whit of a difference. You can keep cawing and croaking. When a cuckoo chick was found in a crow’s nest for the first time, the young crows of that time did the same thing. That’s everyone’s right. No one’s rights should be denied.’

At that moment, an old Muslim appeared beneath Paul sir’s house, which stood on a rise, to invite him to mediate for the first time in his life.

When the land tribunal was instituted in Thalassery taluk, all Perumpadians got title deeds for their lands. Everyone used to come to Paul sir to submit the application to the tribunal and to survey the land. For those who didn’t have the documents needed as proof of their tenancy or ownership, the caretaker of the landowner created documents and granted them the required antiquity by weathering them in smoke. Each document cost a bottle of moonshine and Rs 10.

Paul sir demanded money from no one. If he had to travel to Thalassery, he only took money for his bus charge and incidentals. Uppikka had come now with an opportunity to mediate in a dispute for the first time, leaving behind application writing and land survey.

Uppikka was among the few Muslims in Perumpadi. In a way, the first settlers in the valley were Muslims. The tide from Valapattanam sweeps up to Irikkur. The Muslim timber merchants reached the valley on boats using the waterway. They headed east in search of lumber of nutmeg, hopea, agarwood and rosewood. When they found it yielded good quality and quantity of timber, they made regular trips in boats and rafts.

Uppikka’s father had settled in Irupuzha and sold dried fish, salt, rice and chillies to the loggers who were brought in to cut the wood. Since some of his romantic liaisons ended up on the debit side, and he was unable to extract money out of his customers in time, he could merely survive and never become rich. Uppikka was the only one among his children who decided to shift to Perumpadi.

He did not own a grocery shop like his father. He would leave his small house in the morning and meander through the place. He traded anything that he found. Oxen, buffaloes, goat, bananas, paper, dried tapioca, jackfruit—if there was a seller for any of these in that valley, Uppikka was a ready buyer. When his children came along, he started to take cashew nut and betel nut orchards on lease.

He was the first one to bring bullocks from Coorg to Perumpadi. The Perumpadians had a favourite story to narrate about one episode.

He went to Coorg after he heard that one prosperous landowner, who owned guns and guard dogs, had three big bullocks to sell. The man named his price—Rs 500. After hours of haggling, Uppikka brought him down to Rs 450 and closed the deal. After paying an advance of Rs 50 and Re 1 as the traditional hansel to whoever handed over the rope of the animal being transacted, Uppikka decided to take the biggest bullock along with him.

When he said he would pay the balance at the time of fetching the other two, the landowner put his foot down. When the deal is done, they are your bullocks; I don’t have to bear the cost of feeding and watering them, was his stand.

Finally, only after he had coughed up Rs 5 towards their feed was Uppikka allowed to take the bullock. Uppikka never stepped into Coorg after that. Some of the people who visited Coorg thereafter said that the landowner had been giving grass and water to the two bullocks and keeping accounts of the expenses to collect principal and interest from Uppikka whenever he turned up.

Seated in Paul sir’s patio on the half wall, Uppikka said, ‘Sir, someone is trying to swindle me.’

‘Who’s there in this place who can swindle you?’

‘Ah, that fellow, Thaanithaanam Paulose. I have taken on lease his cashew orchard for Rs 350. Now when the fruits have started to fall, I find him picking up the nuts. When I challenged him, he said the amount agreed on was too low, and he too will gather a few. What kind of talk is that? I asked Kunjuttichettan to mediate first. He turned out to be a bigger scoundrel. I found out only later when he came to mediate that he had Paulose’s liquor sloshing inside his tummy.

‘He stood there and asked us—“You’ve both called me to mediate because you both trust me, and so if I give a decision will both of you accept it?” I said I will. Paulose also agreed. And then he said, “You must pay the lease amount in full. The nuts both can gather. Let there be no more talk on this.”

‘What is happening here, sir? Have you ever heard this kind of reasoning? I do all sorts of odd jobs to provide for my children. If people do such things, what am I supposed to do?’

He was close to tears when he said that.

‘What am I supposed to do, Uppikka?’

‘If you go and tell him, he will listen. You have taught his children.’

There is no gainsaying that Paulose showed Paul sir due respect. If it were anyone else, Paulose would not even have agreed to a parley. He stopped with stating he would not return the nuts he had gathered thus far. He also assured that from then on, he would not pick up even one cashew nut.

The next mediation case that came in search of Paul sir was a water-sharing dispute—between the Chettimana and Kalluvazhi families—on the diversion of canal water to their paddy fields.

The water Chettimana members directed to their field by shoring up a mud ridge would be diverted in the night to the Kalluvazhi fields by a youth of that family by breaching the ridge. When it became a regular occurrence, Chettimana family members hid themselves in the night, caught the youth red-handed and thrashed him. The Kalluvazhi family retaliated and beat up some too.

George of Chettimana stepped forward and said, ‘Sir, if my ridge is breached again, I shall irrigate my field with the blood of one of them. If I fail in that, I shall cut my neck and irrigate with my own blood. For generations we have been known for the way we care for our paddy. If you enquire in Thiruvithamkoor, you will hear of the relationship of our family with paddy. We might forgive them leading one of our women to debauchery, but if they meddle with our fields, we never forgive, sir.’

To calm both sides down, Paul sir had to speak long and speak harsh. When the muscularity abated, he divided the day in two halves and set the time for each family to utilize the water. Since the upper field belonged to Chettimana family, the responsibility for shoring up and breaking the ridge fell to them. What about the verbal abuses and bruises so far? On that score, both parties may forgive the other.

Thereafter, in all the mediations conducted by Paul sir, whoever got hit stayed hit, and whoever was abused, stayed abused. Although at the start, some people used to argue they needed to be compensated for the assault and battery suffered by them, later, even those who couldn’t make both ends meet, would decide they could do without such tainted money and give up the claim. Only a few rich men insisted on monetary compensation and added to their riches such wages received for getting thrashed.

Before it was time for the next kharif crop, the survey for the dam at Irupuzha was done. Those whose lands were acquired were to receive handsome compensation. The first person to sign the agreement was Chettimana George. When they came to know of this, piqued, and to get even, the Kalluvazhi family also signed it.
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Kocharaghavan

Only when a tall and wide graduated scale to gauge the depth and flow of water was planted by the side of Padiyoor river did the public come to know of the plan to build the dam. A water and irrigation department staff member from south Kerala was in charge. A water-reading shed was built in Padiyoor for his stay and as the record station.

When he discovered that Padiyoor did not hold any attractions to keep him there for long, after handing over the water measurement duties to Hairy Chandran, the water department employee went back to his home in Thiruvithamkoor. Since Chandran carried out his duties diligently, the department honchos believed that the fellow from Thiruvithamkoor was doing honourable service in Malabar.

When Hairy Chandran became, at government expense, the ad hoc owner of an adda where drinking, card playing and other amusements could be hosted, all the men who, till then, had side-lined him as a ne’er-do-well, started to appear at the water-reading shed as if they had been bosom friends.

Ever since the card games and drinking sessions became regular affairs, Chandran did not bother to check the readings every day. However, he was diligent in his record-keeping. Since he remembered the official telling him that if the water was less the dam would not be built, the daily record he kept showed the water depth more and the flow high.

The architects and planners designed the dam based on Chandran’s records—the height to which the water would rise. Since it was built to that plan, during summers, even if all the shutters were closed, the water level remained two metres below the canal’s water level.	Everyone, downriver until Mahe, was waiting for water to reach them through the canal. When the water did not flow into the canal, the public started to say openly that the dam, built for irrigation, was a complete failure.

When copious abuses from people who were starved of water rolled on all over the countryside, the irrigation department officials decided to use diesel motors to pump the water into the canal. Nevertheless, the water thus pumped only reached half way through the parched canal. Cherian engineer used say that Hairy Chandran was the sole person responsible for the sorry state of the dam.

Irrespective of whether the canal water would have resulted in farming flourishing by its side or not, it was clear that with the coming of the dam, the majority of the paddy fields of Perumpadi would be submerged. However, the officials claimed that fields could come up in other areas irrigated by the canal water. Paul sir was the interlocutor between the Perumpadians and the officers who came to survey the extant crops in the lands that the dam would inundate.

‘The amount varies. If you have a coconut tree, we have an estimate of how many years you’ll earn from its produce. A cashew tree’s productive life would not be that of a coconut tree. The compensation for crops such as tapioca and plantains, which give quick returns, would be very less,’ the officials said, explaining how they worked out the compensation.

The majority of the queen sago trees were found on Morinjan Paithal’s land, which was far beyond the catchment area of the dam. One day, Kalluvazhi Kuttychan went to him and said, ‘Paithaletta, I’ll give you fifty rupees. Allow me to take away these two queen sago trees.’ Paithal was shocked. He had just been offered Rs 50 for two worthless queen sago trees. Without a second thought he said, ‘By all means take them away.’

The trees were uprooted in the night. Though the deal was for two trees, three found their way to Kuttychan’s land, where, the next morning, they were seen upright and behaving as if they had been there before even Kuttychan’s father was born. The surveyors reached his place only two days later to assess the crops and produce in his land. They asked him how much revenue the queen sago trees gave him.

‘I get about twenty rupees’ worth of seeds in a year, sir.’

‘How old is this?’

‘Going by its annual rings, it looks to be about sixty. It’ll live on for another four hundred years.’

‘Oh, that’d mean you’d get a lot of money.’

With a smile meant to convey that their rewards would not be in heaven, Kuttychan simpered, ‘All that depends on what you sirs put down.’

With that, all the queen sago trees in Paithal’s land travelled to other properties in Perumpadi. Some of the trees showed up in two or more places. The idea of queen sago trees was given by Paul sir to Kuttychan.

One late evening, around two or three months after the brouhaha over the survey, measurement, compensation and moving houses had died down, a mother and son reached Paul sir’s house, avoiding the road and cutting through properties and leaping over ditches. Straining at its chain, Paul sir’s dog kept barking.

Once they entered the yard, the pigeon-chested boy—his chest mimicking the bulge of a palmyra-wrapped cracker—with stick-like limbs that resembled a kocha’s, hid himself behind his mother and tried to peep out. His mother was scolding him and trying to pull him out to the front. As soon as she saw them, Kathrina asked her, ‘Matha, what brings you and your son here so late?’

Some eight or nine years ago, Kathrina was returning from the basket weaver’s hut in Koottupuzha, where she had gone to order a large basket meant for drying tapioca. It was high noon and the sun was beating down on her. Since sweat was pouring down the sides of her temple, she wanted to wash her face and went down to the edge of the river that had reeds curving over it. Clutching the branch of an Indian willow tree that was grazing the water, Matha stood waist deep in the water, with a strained look on her face. Assuming some woman was defecating, Kathrina started to wash her face.

A shriek that could not be suppressed any longer tore out of Matha’s throat. Kathrina went to her, asking her what was wrong, and then she observed that the water around the woman’s waist was bloodied. She saw an umbilical cord floating in the water like a long earthworm. She noticed with alarm that at one end of it was a new-born baby being carried away by the current. She leapt into the water.

For one week, the mother and child stayed at Paul sir’s home. She only revealed her name and that it was her first child. On the ninth day, she said she was going home and went away carrying her child. After a while, Kathrina heard that both of them were living alone in the poramboke land by the edge of the Coorg forest.

‘Ah, Matha, how come you have come so late?’ asked Paul sir, as soon as he came out of the house.

Matha had learnt of the dam only a little while ago. Her house, too, would be submerged. She had come to ask him what she should do. Paul sir told her that to get compensation the land should be in her name and not poramboke. When she beseeched him to help her in any manner possible, he agreed to have a word with the officials.

Later, seated outside the kitchen, when the mother and son were tucking into boiled and mashed jackfruit and sautéed dried mackerel, Kathrina asked, ‘He’s completed eight years, right? What’s his name?’

‘Raghavan.’

‘Isn’t he attending school?’

‘No chechi. Like an otter, he’s all the time in water. He catches fish and eats; sells them too.’

‘That’s not enough; he must attend school.’

Matha admitted him to school bowing to Kathrina’s persuasion. Since he could see that they were keen to improve their lives, Paul sir discussed Matha’s case with the officials. They promised to give special consideration and resolve it. However, it required time. Anyway, they had time until the dam was built and the water level rose.

On the first day at school, Raghavan stood in the line meant for the unwashed. The children taken to the river used the ghat that had a water pit and granite paving. Raghavan ran along the shore, monkeyed up the laburnum tree that leaned over the river and jumped into that part of the river that was an abyss. When they saw this astounding sight, Crawler Ravi, scared even to tread water, shouted, ‘Look, kocha. Kocharaghavan.’

Kocha was the local name for the black-bellied whistling duck, known for its skill of catching fish with deep dives. Raghavan had long legs like this waterfowl. All those who saw him dive felt he did it like the bird. From that day on, until he died, he was known as Kocha.

He spent most of the time in the class ogling girls. He had discovered that in their form and behaviour there were many things of interest. However, once the lessons started, he shifted his gaze to the faces of the teachers.

For lunch, he used to bring some boiled greens, freshwater fish and clams instead of rice. When some of the students asked him why he was not having rice, he said, ‘We eat what we get from the river. I don’t need no rice.’

‘You are forest-dwellers aren’t you?’ some of the students asked him.

In Cherian’s opinion, Raghavan’s father was an ape. He had postulated it by showing the pictures on evolution in their textbook. Others said that he was fathered by an otter. However, they had no pictures to substantiate that. The doubts generated by the constant comments of his schoolmates made Raghavan ask Matha about his father. When she heard his question, Matha only laughed for a long time. Then she whispered in his ear, ‘Don’t tell anyone. Your father is a water satyr.’

When Raghavan wanted to know who it was, Matha only said that if he looked in the river, he could see him.

It was July and, though the monsoons were over, the water was high and limpid in the river. Picking up some salt, Raghavan walked towards the bilimbi tree beside the riverbank below his hut. Matha was particularly fond of the tree. As it went past, the river seemed to tarry in front of the tree and gaze at it fondly, before continuing to flow. The bilimbi tree also gazed back at the river.

This tree leant over the water and was festooned in fruits from its tip to the roots. While trying to pluck a mature and yellowing fruit, Raghavan looked up and down the tree to assess which was the largest fruit.

His eyes then fell on another tree covered in layers of fruits that appeared on the water without creating any ripples. It was taller, thicker and had more fruits than the one on the shore. Fish was swimming in between the fruit bunches and water striders were prancing about. Raghavan recalled his mother’s words. He peered at the river keenly.

The tree on the shore was rustling in the breeze. However, the tree in the river was standing still in peace as if enjoying something. To find out who was holding the tree close in an embrace, Raghavan slid into the water quietly without even the river knowing it. He had forgotten his plan of eating the bilimbi fruit.

When the mundu he wore became wet, he took it off and flung it on to the bank. With his eyes open, he sank slowly into the trench that was more than forty feet deep. His father, the water satyr, was lurking somewhere in the depths of that trench.

Raghavan did not feel as if he was drowning. He felt more at home under water than on land. In the belief that he might see his father further down, he dove deep in, propelled by his long legs.

When he reached the bottom of the trench, the first things he noticed were the stones—ones with black moss on them; ones that did not allow anything to settle on them and shone by themselves; ones which had eyes, noses, and mouths and laughed and cried; ones which shone like gold nuggets; pock-marked and flecked ones; multi-hued ones that lay like shattered rainbows; spherical ones; stick-in-the-mud ones; broken ones.

Many weeds and plants floating from among the stones grazed his body. He squirmed his way in among their muddy roots. Marking his arrival, some sodden and bloated leaves rose gently from the floor and settled back again. Though the molluscs that clung to stones were succulent, he did not feel like plucking them. Whiskered mottled eels and mudskippers were staring at him from between the stones.

Tall trees uprooted in landslides of yore were on the riverbed. He swam among the branches of these trees that refused to decompose despite the passage of time. Even their smaller branches were firm. Fishes and water insects were swimming among the moss and plants that were growing on the trees.

When he swam further, some areas were carpeted with grey-white sand, relics of the hills and Perumpadi of pre-historic times. As he landed on the sand bank, the grains rose up and covered him like smoke. When he swam towards the west, each trench and bend in the river presented different sights. Looking at plants, creatures and fishes he had never seen before, logs, things thrown away and lost by humans, he swam down the river, letting the current carry him.

As he continued swimming, floating and treading water, in one place he had to come to a stop—the ghat where only women bathed undisturbed. Only those women who were familiar with the river used to come here because this part of the river was quite deep. The women who were swimming and frolicking did not see Raghavan, who approached them underwater.

With his eyes wide open, Raghavan looked up. Above him were naked women bobbing up and down. Women of all types—fair, dark, fat, thin, firm, loose. He felt that those women’s bodies were more expansive and edifying than all the sights he had seen that day.

He kept watching the bodies until the light faded overhead. The rest of his life was dedicated to discovering the attractions of the bodies that he saw that day.

He rose to the surface of the water only when the night was thick and turgid in its darkness. He had also decided before he climbed onto the bank that he should give up school from that day on. The river held more knowledge than the school had to offer.

Around that time, a fair-skinned dwarf started to live in Matha’s hut. She handed over the compensation amount received from the government to him. The dwarf later took her and Raghavan away from Perumpadi. They went to Dharmadam or some place near that. In due course, the dam was built and the plot where Matha lived and its bilimbi tree were submerged.

Though his old home was now inside the reservoir and beneath water, Kocharaghavan used to regularly check out its broken walls, the blackened bilimbi tree and the compound. However, he used to surface in Perumpadi river not merely for that. Some of the customers in Prasannan’s teashop commented, ‘Kocha can’t survive in the brackish water of Dharmadam. He is a freshwater creature.’

By then his chest and shoulders had become broad like a winnowing basket. His legs grew long enough to cross the river during summer in five paces. His arms grew long enough to swat mosquitoes biting his calves, without having to bend his knees or bow down.

It was from the time the boat capsized at Kacherikadavu that the public started to claim he was not a human being.

The rains had started in the mid-afternoon—a torrential rain that set the Coorg forests trembling. Sensing the possibility of a cloudburst, all the residents of Perumpadi who had gone to the opposite bank hurried to take the boat back. By that time, the water coming down the hills had reached both banks of the river. The boat made the crossing a few times.

As the water was rising steadily, another trip back looked unlikely. So, the boatman asked the maximum number of people to get in. As soon as he made the first punt and launched it, the current made the boat swerve alarmingly.

The boatman’s instruction, ‘Hold on tight,’ came out of his nervousness. By the time they reached the middle of the river, his anxiety had increased so much that he could not punt effectively any more. The boat went out of his control. With the first spin itself, the people were on their feet, screaming. The boat started to sway and roll and as the passengers tried to grab the sides, it overturned. Most of the men knew how to swim. Treading water, and allowing the current to carry them to the shore, they grabbed the low branches of the willow-leaved water croton tree and hauled themselves back onto the riverbank.

The people standing on the banks howled as they watched the women being swept away in the torrent. A little distance down from the ferry landing, those sounds reached Kocha, who was trying to catch a mottled eel in a hollow that had been flooded. He saw a woman with her hand held aloft being swept past him. As was his wont, he slipped into the river.

Ammini, who was rescued, described it thus, ‘Uyyo, I thought a big log was headed towards me underwater. The moment I grabbed him, I got my breath back. I should not call it breath. It was a different kind of pleasure. A pleasure that nothing else gives you. And then when I looked again, he was floating around and one by one others were grabbing one part of him or the other. He is not human; he is a water satyr.’

In half an hour, Kocha brought most of the people to the banks. However, an old man who was a visitor from Thiruvampadi and the fourteen-year-old daughter of Kallattukunju were missing. The next day, the police and the divers did try to search, but thanks to the swift undercurrent, none could remain underwater for more than five minutes. When they gave up and returned to the bank, Kocha said, ‘I will bring up the corpses. Come with me.’

He dived into the Tiger Trench two kilometres downstream. After fifteen minutes, he surfaced, carrying the girl’s body. It took only another ten minutes to fetch the old man’s body.

‘If you drown in Perumpadi river, you will be snared by the Tiger Trench. The undercurrents and whirlpools make sure of it.’

Lisa, who jumped into the river out of mortification because the public alleged she was pregnant, and Ayyappan, who was beaten to death by unknown persons and dumped into the river, ended up in the Tiger Trench exactly as Kocha had said then.

If Kocha came to know of people falling into the river before their lives were lost, they were always saved. In cases where the news reached him only after they were lost, the corpse would be brought to the bank before the fishes had picked clean their eyes and other orifices. If he found out only when the bloated corpses came up after the fishes and crabs had had their fill, he would promptly bring the body to the riverbank for the police to do their paperwork, and relatives the funeral rites.

Whenever he turned up in Perumpadi, Kocha would become the boatman. If Kocha was punting, even in the strongest flood waters, people would sit in the boat confidently. During the boat journeys, the same Kocha would catch for them the biggest fish they had seen in their lives.

Though he was everyone’s saviour in the water, the maximum numbers of mediations Paul sir had to do was on his behalf. In almost all cases, the complainants were brothers or husbands.

The husbands complained that their wives, who spent an inordinately long time in the river bathing, treated them with contempt, spurned them in bed and so on. The brothers’ charges were that all the alliances brought for their sisters, who likewise bathed in the river, were falling through and the fair name of their families was being besmirched.

All of them named Kocharaghavan as the culprit. No one in Perumpadi was strong enough to take him on physically or challenge him for these transgressions. Which was why they came to Paul sir. A couple of times Paul sir did summon Raghavan.

‘Whatever I am asked to do, I shall do sir,’ was all that he said. Paul sir did not know how to respond to someone who took such a humble and servile stance.

After considerable thought, the only solution that he could think was to set some limits and a schedule for women bathing in the river. In the same way, Paul sir had created controls and rules for many activities in Perumpadi.

For the whole of Perumpadi, Paul sir had prescribed the rules for distribution of wages to loggers; guidelines on responsibility for taking care of aged parents, division of family property and girls’ share in it; neighbourhood protocols on trees that stood at shared boundaries; customs for pulling power lines for domestic connections; principles on granting right of passage through a property; conditions for building private roads and many more.

Once a dispute during a card game escalated and ended up with people being stabbed. When he had to mediate in that case, Paul sir set rules for card games. Thereafter, all the games in Perumpadi followed those rules. Creating rules for card games was no simple task. Therefore, for documenting everything, Paul sir took with him Jeremias who was, at that time, an undergraduate student in Nirmalagiri College.

When the rivalry between two moonshiners reached its culmination with velvet beans getting mixed in the wash, Paul sir read the riot act to both of them. They should not add anything unnatural to enhance the intoxication. Price increases should be done in consultation with each other. He also demarcated their respective territories. Since both abided by his directives, there were no conflicts for a while.

Many people complained about the aberrant ways of Attathumannil Gracy, better known by her professional name, Perumpadi Gracy. When he called her and made enquiries, he realized what the provocation was—she had made the local men wait outside as she entertained outsiders.

‘Sir, the men here pay peanuts and then go around badmouthing me. Which is why I don’t let them come anywhere near me.’

‘Can’t you stop doing this trade and take up some other work?’ he asked in his desire to spread morality in his domain.

‘If I stop, some other woman will take it up. When we see someone else making money hand over fist that way, won’t we feel cheated, sir? Moreover, what other trade is there in Perumpadi which can fetch me as much money as this?’

‘That’s what people are complaining about. You are charging more than the going rate, aren’t you?’ Paul sir asked.

‘Sir, who gets to decide the floor price for these things? The buggers around here, or I, who must suffer them? You tell me. Or you decide the rate and convey to everyone.’

Paul sir had nothing more to say. He concluded that she alone must have the agency to decide the terms for all her engagements. He conveyed his decision to the complainants. They demurred, but since there was no other go, they grudgingly accepted it.

Before Paul sir’s retirement, except in mediations within families that involved dire family secrets, he used to take Jeremias along as his factotum. In some of the cases, suggestions made by Jeremias, with the permission of his father, were accepted. Following this, a discussion was held in Prasannan’s teashop where it was postulated that Jeremias had greater sagacity and juridical prudence than Paul sir. When Paul sir eventually became a permanent fixture on the plank benches of the teashop, some of those who had been present in the earlier discussion stated as much in his presence. This only gladdened him.

Uthaman was slinking away, trying to avoid being noticed by Prasannan. But Prasannan, who had gone to the back of the shop to pour water from the washed curry dish into the cow’s water trough, saw him and asked, ‘Uthama, did you not go to work today?’

When he heard the solicitous question, Uthaman was relieved. Prasannan seemed to be uncharacteristically genial. Instead of continuing on his way, he decided he would have a chat with Prasannan. So, he turned back and went into the teashop.

‘I didn’t go to work today. Prasannetta, I don’t know what it is, but I have this pain in the side of my belly. It’s been two days.’

Prasannan walked up to him and peered at Uthaman’s belly. Uthaman lifted his shirt and presented his belly for closer inspection.

‘Uthama, this had to happen. It’s from swallowing too much of other people’s spittle. Sitting at that table, haven’t you sucked in a lot of my stuff? It’s been four months since you paid a single rupee. And now you have gone and dug a new path where my wife likes to pee?’

Without waiting to listen to what Prasannan had to say further, Uthaman lowered his shirt and walked out. Paul sir was seated on the bench, watching Prasannan. He had taught Prasannan too, till he dropped out after the fourth standard. When his debtors appeared before him, Prasannan could not have cared less that his ex-teacher and a respected retiree of their community was present. In his view, even if he wanted to have his say only in his absence, it was Paul sir who was nailed to the bench all through the day.

It was not only his debtors but Prasannan’s only son Ranjit who too found himself at the receiving end of Prasannan’s invectives. For not rising at 4 a.m. along with his parents; for falling asleep while holding the nose rope meant to control the cow that, at the first touch on its udder, used to kick the milker viciously and send him or her sprawling; for filling the samovar with a surfeit of charcoal; for not filling enough charcoal and the fire going out; for pouring bilge water from fish curry dishes in the cow’s trough; for preparing tea with more milk and sugar than the customer deserved; for spilling a couple of grains while transferring rice from the sack to the tin—Ranjit was showered with abuses all the time.

Starting with, ‘Whose fucking mother’s cunt are you staring at while you were doing this . . .?’ and adding whatever expletive came to his mind was the way Prasannan counselled his son. Sometimes, he used to make the question easier for his son by replacing ‘whose mother’s’ with ‘Is it your mother’s’.

Paul sir once advised Prasannan out of Ranjit’s earshot, ‘Da, Prasanna, you shouldn’t be saying such things to your son in front of others. He is no longer a child.’

‘Sir, you keep quiet. He can see how we struggle. For whom? He alone will benefit. If even one grain of rice is wasted, he should know it is his own. He has enough sense to understand that I speak harshly only for his own good.’

‘Ah, if that’s how it is, good.’

Paul sir desisted from saying anything more. He had started to feel that what the Perumpadians had been saying must be true—that his intellect had been dulled by marijuana smoke and what he said may not be the gospel. Jeremias had the capacity to understand things with more discernment. He was able to analyse issues and take decisions without leaving anyone aggrieved. This led the majority of the people to approach him for mediation.

The people had been saying it was time to let Paul sir take rest. However, some of the old timers still approached him for conciliation. Both sides would fling accusations at each other. Unlike the olden times, Paul sir had started to raise his voice and talk angrily to people.

After a passage of time, people who came for arbitration started a tradition of bringing liquor bottles and pouches of marijuana on the previous day to propitiate him. It was when he failed to evaluate the quantity and value of those gifts appropriately while taking decisions that the people started to brand him as a rogue.

Since, for certain mediations it was essential that scruples be put aside, Paul sir was not able to lead a fully retired and restful life. Seated on Prasannan’s plank bench, he waited for people to turn up seeking incredibly perfidious and unjust intermediations that would lead to absurd decisions.








[image: Penguin walking logo]


Kunjaandi Hotel

Kunjaandi, who ran a restaurant in Irupuzha, had come to Reformation House in search of Paul sir. He had heard much about him when he had come to play cards in Makkoottam and on the banks of Perumpadi river. However, he had never thought he would see the day when he would need Paul sir’s services.

The restaurant, named Kunjaandi Hotel, famous in both Kerala and Karnataka, stood on the banks of Irupuzha river near a bridge that was a British legacy. All the affluent people travelling from Thalassery to Karnataka would get down and dine at the restaurant before continuing on their journey.

‘Every land has tastes that act as its markers. An ordinary eatery that uses earthen stoves, firewood, and is housed in a thatched structure by the banks of Irupuzha river shall remain in my heart till my death as the memory of the taste of this town. I feel like labelling Kunjaandiyettan as the Edasseri* of cookery. I shall come again to serve to my viewers the poems that are written here.’

V.N. Ramanujan, cine actor, writer and the presenter of the TV programme Unseen Sights, had written this in the visitor’s book of Kunjaandi Hotel. The restaurant had no such practice of maintaining a visitor’s book. After he had had his food, Ramanujan was adamant on making them buy a register and scribbled these lines in it.

Thereafter, under the intoxication provided by black pepper, many other celebrities had made entries in the visitor book. As promised, after some days, Ramanujan returned and did a full episode on Kunjaandiyettan and Irupuzha.

Kunjaandi Hotel was an old structure built with areca palm and coconut thatch next to the river. They did not serve food in the mornings. Before dawn broke, Kunjaandiyettan and his son Ganeshan would leave for Thalassery. At the beach, they would buy fresh fish off the boats that come in at that time; from the market, they would buy meat and groceries; by 8 a.m., they would be back in Irupuzha.

After a frenzy of washing, cutting, slicing, dicing, grinding, smashing, pounding, mixing, boiling, sautéing, straining, shortening, frying, roasting and tempering, lunch would be served by 12.30 p.m.

Kunjaandi specials would be made from goat head or intestines or buffalo meat or chicken marinated in coriander and pepper paste and cooked with roasted coconut but without gravy. Ribbon fish, sole, blacktip sea catfish, pomfret, crab, squid and prawns were served in two styles—fried and chilli curry. Rice would be served with two types of curries—coconut fish curry and sambar—and three side dishes—sautéed tender banana blossom, gooseberry pickle and some dip. Rasam and flavoured, salted buttermilk brought up the rear.

When customers reached his desk for payment, the dark and stocky Kunjaandiyettan would take the money with a hint of smile and drop it into the cashbox. If the customer was not an acquaintance, he would get acquainted and gather all his details. If it was an acquaintance, he would accept the money and then ask a by-now famous question, ‘Shall I pay instead?’

Since everyone always replied, ‘Oh no, you shouldn’t’, and never took the money back and asked him to pay, Kunjaandiyettan continued to ask the question, unafraid of the possibility of anyone ever taking him up on his offer. Whomever was asked that question always considered it a privilege that was extended to them in person and gave wide publicity for the restaurant.

Kunjaandiyettan would examine every note closely before putting it in the cash box. When he handed over the change, he would rub the notes a few times to make sure one was not stuck to another. Moreover, he would laugh and say, ‘Please count, please see if it’s correct.’

When it was late evening, he would install Ganeshan at the cash counter. From that time, he stopped counting currency. He would grab a handful of notes without counting, and take the jeep to Makkoottam or Perumpadi riverbank. On the way, he would pick up Pincer Leela from Kelanpeedika. For nothing else than a belief that she would bring him luck.

Whether the game was played at Makkoottam or Perumpadi, Kunjaandiyettan always wagered on the player who did not deal the cards, and was therefore considered the ‘outsider’ or the ‘loser’. Unmindful of his losses, he would continue to wager and keep losing more. Yusuf always wagered on the player who was the dealer. The showdown was always between Kunjaandiyettan and Yusuf.

Among the card games, the fastest one in which to make or lose money was a game called pannimalathu. Possibly to prevent women and children from getting involved in such a high-risk game, the four queens and jacks were removed from the deck of cards.

The balance forty-four cards were shuffled. The first deal was to decide who would shuffle and deal the cards. When the cards were dealt, the one who got the ace of the suit of the bottom-most card would get the right to deal first. The person who cut the cards and shuffled the deck was one of the actual players. The spectators made side bets on who among the two would lose and who would win.

The person who cut the deck would pull one card. The other player would start to deal the cards open-faced for himself and the opponent. When the card that was dealt matched the card held by one of the players, he won that round; and along with him, whoever had made side bets on that person too won. In pannimalathu, if the dealer got the card that matched his own, it was a ‘win’. If the person who cut the deck got it, it was a ‘loss’.

Kunjaandiyettan would be seated leaning against Pincer Leela’s leg. He would start with a fifty-rupee side bet on ‘loss’. Whoever wanted to place bets on ‘win’ would place fifty-rupee wagers of their own. Kunjaandiyettan would match their bets with his own fifty-rupee bets. If the person who cut the deck got the rider card—or as it was termed, it fell ‘outside’—each of the Rs 50 Kunjaandiyettan had wagered would come back to him as Rs 100. If not, more currency notes would spill out of Pincer Leela’s blouse. If he were on a losing streak, Kunjaandiyettan would say, ‘Leela, today your tits are drying up.’

On some days, leaning against Kunjaandiyettan, Leela would return with spectacularly swollen tits. At the time of getting out of the car at Kelanpeedika, Leela would take out all the notes from inside the blouse and hand them over to Kunjaandiyettan. He would pluck out a handful and, again without counting, give them to her.

When returning after losing money too, he would be leaning against Leela. On those days, his hand would be inside her blouse, devoid of currency notes, fondling her breasts absentmindedly.

The gains or losses never affected Kunjaandiyettan. When he was returning after breaking the bank with fourteen straight wins and more currency notes than could be stuffed into Leela’s blouse and waist, or after losing his watch, gold chain and Leela’s ornaments, his mental equilibrium was the same. He was sure that as long as his restaurant was with him, he could be back playing pannimalathu every day.

Kunjaandiyettan reached Reformation House three days after Jeremias had been to Goddess Bhavani’s home for mediation. While still at Perumpadi town, he had heard that Paul sir was bedridden. He did not turn back only because the people there told him that if he met sir’s son Jeremias, his purpose would be fulfilled.

‘Jeremias sir, it’s a dispute with the government. For thirty-five years, I have lived there and run my restaurant. The flood waters have come, the dam has been built. However, the water hasn’t reached even the edge of my restaurant. Then how can it be the river’s poramboke? I have been paying land tax for seven-and-a-half cents. However, I don’t have the title deed. I want to take a loan and build a permanent building there. I have been to the panchayat office, but it is beyond me. Paul sir knows his way about in these matters. What I have heard now is that you are a step ahead of him. I am ready to spend money. But I need the title deed.’

Jeremias was lost in thought for some time.

‘Kunjaandiyetta, do you think it’s prudent? The British had scouted and found this place, which would never be flooded. If the new bridge gets built, they will choose the same place. At that time, your land would be acquired and you will have to give it up. Now you should have no problem buying the best land in Irupuzha, enough for the restaurant and your house. Isn’t that advisable?’

‘Sir, what you say is true. However, the luck of this place, I’ll never find elsewhere. All I need to know is this: Paul sir used to get the landlord’s paper for land transfer done from some place. Where’s that place?’

‘I have no need to lie to you. I have no idea about such documents. I have never tried to find out either. I tell you again what my heart tells me. It is better that the land stays with you the way it is now. It’s safer for us and our families if we don’t have ownership over certain things.’

With the words, ‘You’re not what I am looking for,’ Kunjaandiyettan stood up. When a smiling Jeremias was about to shake his hand, Paul sir called out from inside the house, ‘Jeremias, I shall tell him what should be done. Come inside, Kunjaandi.’

A relieved Kunjaandiyettan went inside. Paul sir spoke in a voice weakened by phlegm.

‘Kunjaandi, the person you should meet is not Jeremias or me. There is a document writer in Payencheri called Prabhakaran. He knows every trick there is. He’ll do whatever you want done.’

Prabhakaran was more accomplished and resourceful than many illustrious civil lawyers. Paul sir said that many of the lawyers won cases in the court by waving the documents and testimonials Prabhakaran created for them. His first guru in forgery was his own father, Raman Nambiar, who was the caretaker of the landlord. In the twenty-first century, much after the death of the landlord and his progeny, documents predating 1971—after the passage of the Kerala Land Reforms (Amendment) Act that came into force in 1970—used to appear liberally with the signature of the landlord. Once he came to know of any land under dispute, he would study its extant documents well and then create unimpeachable base documents that enabled him, or those whom he wanted to help, claim the land.

Prabhakaran’s dream was to have a waterfront house facing the lake the dam had created next to the state highway in Kuyiloor. He had identified the plot of land too, but the owner, a chettiar from Vengad, was not ready to sell even when offered a king’s ransom as the price.

On the fifteenth day of his uncompromising refusal to sell the land, a round boulder with a lamp on it appeared beneath a devil’s tree at the farthest end of the plot, next to the highway. As the buses passed by, unidentified persons from the buses started to fling coins towards the base of the tree. Although some misguided people alleged that these were Prabhakaran’s men, the devotees refused to accept such canards. They held meetings, consulted an astrologer who did cowrie shell divination and discovered remnants of a temple at various parts in the chettiar’s land.

Prabhakaran announced that scrutiny of the primary title deeds of the land had revealed that a part of it belonged to the Devaswom.* When things reached this stage, the chettiar came running to Prabhakaran.

‘All is not lost. We can still control the damage. But at least some land will have to be given up for constructing the temple. The issue is that if one part of the land is given for the temple, the rest of the land won’t fetch a good price,’ the chettiar proclaimed.

‘Let me think. I have a couple who may be interested. I’ll try to hang this one on them,’ Prabhakaran said, his tone pregnant with hints and possibilities. the chettiar, however, lacked the precognition to delve into such insinuations.

‘Prabhakaran sir, since the divination has revealed so much, let all the land go to the goddess herself. My missus now says it’s no wonder there’s been so many rows in our tharavad.’

With things now swirling out of his control, Prabhakaran tried to reel it in as much as he could.

‘The temple won’t need all that land. Why should you lose so much?’

‘We don’t tote up the gains and losses in these things, sir. Let it be as decided.’

When it was clear that his dream house was not getting built, Prabhakaran explored other avenues. At the end of the planning and machinations, he became a member of the trustee board of Palakeezhil Bhagawathy Temple. With that, people in the valley became prudent and ensured that banyan, snakewood, lac, or devil’s tree did not grow on their lands.

Jeremias did not comment on Paul sir redirecting Kunjaandiyettan to Prabhakaran. Nevertheless, Paul sir did say, ‘Don’t be upset because I sent him to Prabhakaran. If not this one, he may seek other avenues. And he will get a title deed created for that land. He’s interested only in ends; means don’t matter, as you may think. Our ends should be meeting the objectives of those who come to us and those who do us good. You need to learn this as a mediator.’

Though he did not respond, Jeremias did ponder over his father’s ways and means.

Perumpadi of yore needed a Paul sir. Irrespective of whether it was right or wrong, the people were satisfied by one individual’s sense of justice. However, the new residents of Perumpadi deserved justice that was more refined. If what was right for one party was wrong as per the majority, then it had to be wrong. The mediator’s duty was to inform the party who was wrong of this and to get them to accept it. It did not matter to a fair-minded mediator who had approached him first or who was dearer to him. The primary duty was to ensure that justice was done.

Velu’s comment on Paul sir’s style of justice was, ‘We can’t say it is blather, president. As we grow old, our views and perceptions all change. What all he has seen and lived through! If he weren’t there, would this Perumpadi of today be what it is? I feel that those who have not received justice in their lives are the ones fated to give justice to the land.’

When he heard those words, Jeremias’s mind harked back to a November evening many years ago. The lightning that preceded the rains had struck the coconut palm at the far end of the plot. It was the first time Jeremias had seen a palm catch fire. Though it started to rain, the trunk was burnt down half way before the fire died out. When the rain started to pour down in small streams from the mud wall fences, Chinna granny shouted something from her bed.

Before going inside to escape the wind-driven spray in the veranda, Paul sir looked out once more. He thought he saw an open umbrella kept on the steps near the road.

Grabbing an umbrella, he went down, asking, ‘Jeremias, who is there?’ When he came back up, his father Onachchan, now shrivelled and warped like a snail, was with him. Resting for a little while on the steps to get his breath back, Onachchan went into the room in which Chinna granny lay. Paul sir sat on the steps, quiet.

Chinna was lying on her side in a foetal position, her joints stiff and limbs shrivelled. Kathrina turned her on her back. When he saw her lying with all her limbs sticking up and staring at the ceiling, the old man cried out, ‘Chinnakochae, my heart breaks when I see you in this condition.’

Though many things came to Chinnakochu’s mind, all she did was to ask Kathrina to cover her with a sheet.

‘It is not arthritis; she was bitten by a spider. She will waste away in this miserable state until the end.’

‘Jesus, how much pain will she have to go through!’ was what he said when he was leaving the room.

Three days later, on a night when it was not raining, Onachchan called Paul to his side and said, ‘Son, I don’t think I will come back again. I have told my children to inform you when I die. If they do inform you, you should come. Who knows if they will?’

He spoke after reflecting for a while, ‘Theyya and I had told them to give you some property or money. But, nowadays, decisions are out of the hands of the elders.’

For some reason, Onachchan did not say what he had wanted to say. After realizing that there was nothing more to say, he decided to go in and sleep. When he got to his feet, he suddenly remembered the thing tucked into his waist.

‘My son, Paul, this is all I have with me that I can call my own. My father gave me this before he died. He asked me to use it for two things—to preserve my life if it was under threat; or to take mine if it was clear that life was unliveable any more.’

It was a dagger with deer antlers grip and silver bands, used to pare areca nuts. Onachchan placed the knife and its shiny leather cover on the table. Paul sir laughed and examined it.

That night, father and son rolled a joint and smoked it. The next day, before dawn broke, the elder had disappeared. His demise possibly happened a couple of years after Chinna granny was found dead. Probably because there were no phones, no one conveyed the news; neither did they deliver it in person at Malabar.

‘Although he had ripened while still tender, your pappy was a fortunate man. You, on the other hand, are a hard-luck, ne’er-do-well cretin who needs to beg for handouts from your brood, and yet you will stand up to me?’

As soon as he heard Paru kurikkathi climb up the veranda of Reformation House, Paul sir said from his bed, ‘Send away that mad woman.’

‘Your father didn’t found this Perumpadi, you son-of-a-gun, for you to drive me away. My kurikkal made this place running around its length and breadth.’

When Ponnan kurikkal arrived in Perumpadi with his wife and two children, his worldly possessions were only two bulky cloth bundles swung over his shoulders. By the time they reached as the forty-second family, all the arable, fertile lands had been occupied by people from Thiruvithamkoor and other places. If he had to buy land from them, he had to pay them. Kurikkal had claimed that paying for land was taboo for him. Therefore, he built a hut in an area not owned by anyone and started to live there.

The previous settlers had assumed that nothing would grow on that scorched laterite region. However, when he saw the first monsoon rains run off the rocks, kurikkal took out mango and jackfruit seeds from his bundle and after reciting some incantations, buried them in the small patches of soil between the rocks. Before the rainy season was over, the mango and jackfruit saplings had raised their heads above the level of the rocks. Thanks to the ostensible magical powers of kurikkal, from the third year onwards, they started to bear fruit.

On the western side of this property, there was a temporary well whose spring sprung only during the monsoon. Next to it were two or three heavy rock slabs that a single man alone could not have lifted. When kurikkal, purportedly using his magical powers, stood the slabs upright and created a cave in that place, the people started to acknowledge his wizardry.

In the nights when the kurikkathi made no demands on his body, kurikkal, after shedding all his clothes, would do penance inside the cave, stark naked. The penance would progress amidst slapping and killing of mosquitoes, beedi smoke, hawking and spitting, scratching himself and groping around. Though the public used to claim that he went for these penances when he could no longer bear kurikkathi’s pestering, she herself knew that he was doing to it to propitiate the golden gnome.

The one-foot-tall golden gnome used to frequent the laterite grounds unchallenged before the advent of kurikkal and his family, claimed kurikkal. When people wanted to know how the fellow was so small, ‘He’s made of gold, right? There can’t be a lot of it. And that’s all that is needed,’ was kurikkathi’s answer.

So far, the golden gnome had been avoiding running into ordinary humans and used to go about only on Tuesday and Friday nights. After the kurikkal family moved in, he had become more careful. However, the gnome was not smart enough to avoid the eyes of the kurikkal, the latter claimed.

Having come to know of the movement of some mysterious entity, kurikkal used his staff to scratch some patterns on top of the rock. That Friday, the gnome arrived, lost his sense of direction and kept going around in circles, following the patterns kurikkal had made.

Exhausted by his ceaseless walking, the abject gnome decided to drink some water from the well. When he straightened after drinking the first mouthful, he noticed kurikkal sitting in penance. The gnome instantly realized this was the man who had drawn the patterns. Having been subjugated by his power, the gnome decided to tag itself to kurikkal. As they sat chatting in the cave, the gnome revealed something. ‘Though I am made of gold and all that, usually normal people who inhabit the places I frequent are ruined.’

‘Man, that can’t be permitted. The people of Perumpadi are slowly coming up in life. I shan’t allow this place to go to the dogs,’ kurikkal told the gnome. However, he wanted nothing for free. ‘Whatever you need shall be given to you,’ he told the gnome.

‘Offer me arrack and chicken on the routes I take. If I am plied with these, why should I create trouble for the people?’

Every time, sweeping away fallen dry leaves, kurikkal circled a different spot with his staff as the route taken by the gnome. Based on his gnome-route divination, they were mapped on every piece of land owned by the people of Perumpadi. This meant that almost all the residents had to place arrack and chicken by turns on the gnome’s vaunted route.

After they placed these, the people were supposed to turn their backs and not look at it. The next morning, the plate and the bottle would be at the same place, washed and clean. The prescription was that no one should see the gnome picking up or consuming the offerings. A couple of times when people broke the tradition and stayed hidden to see the gnome, they were thrashed by the branches of the cashew tree, which bent by itself to do so. Thereafter, no one attempted to catch the gnome in the act.

Paru kurikkathi’s primary duty was to sweep and clear the path taken by the gnome and burn the fallen leaves. This meant that her land or her neighbouring plots were bereft of any such leaf litter at all times.

After burning the litter, she would take the ash and spread it between the rocks where their plants grew. It was kurikkal’s responsibility to tend to the colocasia, greater yam, lesser yam, elephant yam and tapioca crops. Since he was not interested in any sort of manual labour, kurikkal used chaazhivilakkal,* black magic using buffalo hooves, earthworms, neem leaves and the like to protect the crops.

Since the golden gnome was worshipped in their land, the children of kurikkal were banned from having a family life. Whether this was unknown to her or whether she wanted her father to come to rack and ruin, kurikkal’s daughter eloped with a boy from the blacksmith community, who specialized in making rubber tappers’ knives. After this elopement, though kurikkathi spoke to her son of the importance of celibacy, he also brought home a girl whose caste was indeterminate.

Possibly because of his children’s grievous sins, the golden gnome turned against kurikkal in the blink of an eye. It does not matter which daemon it is, if they turn against you, they become merciless goons. Since they are not subject to any laws, courts, trials, gaols or capital punishment, for the smallest of infringements, they take the easiest way out by exterminating the offender.

This daemon killed kurikkal with a blow to his back with some unknown weapon. However, whoever saw the corpse reached the conclusion that he had fallen to his death in the gorge. The post-mortem report too stated so.

What do post-mortem findings mean to powers that can enter maiden pregnancies, suck out the lifeblood of foetuses and push them out as stillborn? Kurikkathi said that it was the good fortune of kurikkan that he was fated to die in an encounter with the daemon. Kurikkal was interred in the space between the rock slabs that he had erected to build his cave.

Once the burial was over, kurikkathi did two things—she planted a champaka sapling where his head was; then she drove her son and daughter-in-law—whom he had brought in without checking her caste—out of her house. Much relieved after these actions, when she was walking towards her hut, she saw a termite hill in front of her house that was not there before. How many males and females would be in there?

‘Pustules on the land, don’t you know you can’t live in this place as a family?’

Kurikkathi knocked off the top of the hill, poured kerosene into it and dropped a burning match in. When it was burnt down, relieved, she entered her home.

Although he was dead, the responsibility for the upkeep of the land was still invested in kurikkal. If she saw a smidgen of soil between rocks, rain or shine, she would plant something there. If what she had planted was vitiated by scratching and pecking hens, rooting pigs, burrowing rats, scorching sun, blowing wind, or rushing waters, she would call upon kurikkal and ask, ‘Hell, sonofabitch, after slurping up what I make daily, are you sleeping with them ladies and enjoying? You devil, don’t you see all this being wasted?’

The kurikkal’s soul was dumbfounded as it tried to work out who these alleged bedmates were. How could he convey to her that he was in a place where no such pleasures were available? Furthermore, kurikkal had to take the blame if it rained more, if the weather remained warm, if dry leaves fell, if there was soil erosion. According to kurikkathi, kurikkal was sitting in heaven and controlling everything.

Kurikkal’s soul, as it rested on the platform built around the champaka tree, exhausted by its eternal vigil over their land, used to muse with regret that he had no business to die.

Since they had neither land nor money to go elsewhere, the son and daughter-in-law built a shanty at the northern-most point of the land and started to live there. They were not left in peace even for a day by kurikkathi. When Paul sir intervened, kurikkathi gave her rationale, ‘Wasn’t this whole land created by kurikkal? And these two are eating and making merry there. What about kurikkal? He’s starving up there. Let me ask you, some food in a plate—whatever they have cooked is enough—if they keep it out for him, what do they have to lose, sir? What?’

When that led to food being placed beneath the champaka tree, kurikkathi approached Paul sir with her new complaint, ‘Is food alone sufficient for a soul? It has to bathe, brush teeth, apply oil, wear clothes, wash clothes. Who’ll provide for all that, other than these two? If I were able, I’d have done it.’

With that, all that kurikkal needed, started to be placed under the champaka tree.

Jeremias asked Paru kurikkathi what she had come for now.

‘Ah my president, you do know that kurikkal hates his chicken and fish cooked with garlic. There’s that whore who walks around with all her holes on display. She will cook everything with garlic. Son, you should tell that wench that kurikkal can’t stand garlic.’

When she was leaving, kurikkathi said something more. ‘Son, your father will have to lie in this putrefied state for long. Ah well, let him suffer some. He’s had lots of fun in his life.’

Her words were proved wrong. After two weeks, on a Friday, after receiving all the sacraments, Paul sir passed away before the hour Lord Jesus Christ had died on the cross.

On the previous day, he had requested Jeremias to roll him a joint—something that Jeremias hated to do. However, looking at his father’s helpless expression and beseeching manner, he suddenly felt he should oblige him on that day.

After taking a couple of drags, he searched under his pillow and took out the dagger with the deer antlers handle and repeating the words of his father, Paul sir offered it to Jeremias. When Jeremias accepted it with a smile, Paul sir asked him, ‘Would you like to have a drag?’

Jeremias declined, still smiling.

Paul sir kept his eyes fixed somewhere above him and said indistinctly, ‘Son, if you are not into these, how are you going to survive the times of torments ahead of you?’

Jeremias did not understand the import of what he had said.
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A Few Mediations

The water games, communal baths and watery get-togethers reached their peak during Kocharaghavan’s heydays. Every man entered the water either to emulate Kocharaghavan or to hinder his underwater satyric exploits.

Even if they failed in both objectives, some of them learnt to stay underwater for up to ten minutes; to swim across the river when water from the dam was released; to catch fish using block nets; to fearlessly pull in and beach logs, coconut and banana bunches that came rushing down with the flood waters during monsoons.

Ostensibly for catching Kocharaghavan in the act of seducing and ravishing women underwater, some men hid themselves in the reed clumps, the foliage of the willow-leaved water croton tree and among rocks by the riverside. Those days, by taking Kocha’s name, they could hide by the side of any of the bathing ghats. However, if they saw Kocha surfacing, they only smiled, exchanged pleasantries and made themselves scarce. Among the people who sought myriad ways to thwart Kocha, the public considered Kodamkachi Appachan as the frontrunner.

His house was on the promontory where the river curved like the sheath of the coconut bloom. His father Rari had bought the land finding the soil fertile. However, with the coming of the dam, he lost a large portion of his land to the reservoir. Since he received a fat sum as compensation, Rari felt that it would be interesting to live alone for some time, untrammelled by his family. Rari, who left Perumpadi then, returned after many years, penniless.

For Appachan, money and wealth meant nothing. His philosophy was that life was meant to be lived as its keen observer, cracking jokes about its spectacle and playing some pranks. The grim anxieties, stress and rat race in life were meaningless.

While still young, he had displayed signs of this trait. He had earned the nickname Kodamkachi from one such instance. The first blacksmith in Perumpadi was Chellanpanikkan. During those days, since the people were ready to dig, slash, prune, trim, excavate, till and furrow, at least three or four implements could be seen red-hot in the furnace at any time, from six in the morning when it was fired till seven in the evening when it was extinguished.

When both their sickles had lost their edge, Rari despatched Appachan to Chellappan’s smithy to have them sharpened. It was his first visit to the smithy and he observed everything there with a keen eye. His eyes were arrested by the blacksmith’s sagging, ruddy, wrinkled, leathery sac with its wreath of grey hairs, peeping out through the gap in the torthu that he was wearing. Since he worked in the midst of the hot fumes from the furnace, Chellappan would wear only a torthu at all times.

The blacksmith believed that since family jewels were something everyone had and whoever wanted to peep at his could do so unhindered, this was no novelty for the usual visitors to the smithy. After watching it for some time, Appachan moved closer to the furnace.

Chellappan pushed a stool towards him and said, ‘Lad, you sit on this. Sparks will fly out of the furnace.’ This improved the view for Appachan. While the blacksmith pulled out red-hot pieces, hammered them on the forge and immersed them in a wooden pail making them hiss, the sac kept bobbing up and down, shrinking and growing. Appachan sat mesmerized by the sight.

In between his exertions, when the pair got in among the big coal lumps in front of Chellappan, Appachan felt robbed as the dangling dance ended. He felt they were getting smothered. Chellappan was too busy to extricate them. Deciding that only he could help, Appachan took a long metal rod lying near him and pitchforked the leathery pouch out of the coal lumps.

Only when the blacksmith leapt up howling in agony did Appachan notice the other end of the rod he had used was red-hot, having been pulled out of the furnace. The blacksmith used to say later that being a child was the only thing that saved Appachan from dying on a dagger. Whatever it maybe, before the pain caused by his intended helping hand had subsided, Appachan’s nickname, Kodamkachi, or bollocks-scorcher, had been stamped on him immutably.

Though he turned out to be another ne’er-do-well, he got a beautiful girl as his wife. Those not from Perumpadi may wonder how such things happen. However, this was not unusual in Perumpadi. It had no custom that alliances should be between a compatible couple or anything along those lines.

Some women have the capacity to mould their husbands as per their own expectations, even if they get the most difficult men. Though Appachan’s wife did have her own expectations, she could not sculpt him into the man of her dreams. There is a view in Perumpadi that she let him continue in his own feckless ways. Whatever maybe the reason, even after marriage, Kodamkachi lived with all the liberty he had enjoyed until then.

Around that time, Kocha had started his underwater flash affairs. Since they lived close to the river, Kodamkachi’s wife used to take long, luxuriating baths, swimming and diving in the river. The perceptive Kodamkachi started to notice flashes of ecstasy on his water-loving wife’s face and behaviour.

Though he kept a keen watch, he could see neither any movement beneath the area his wife was floating and swimming nor air bubbles rising up. If he had, at least his suspicions would have been confirmed. Unlike other husbands, Kodamkachi had no intention of kicking up a shindig or catching a tiger by the tail by pursuing the matter.

Since he could not see anyone in the water, Appachan decided to make a last attempt to settle his doubts. On the pretext of catching fish, he had two nets strung up at the top and bottom ends of the ghat. Usually, to keep the nets anchored to the bottom of the river, they were weighted with lead weights. However, Appachan drove bamboo poles into the riverbed and tethered the nets securely to them.

The day after he had built the net wall, when his wife was bathing, he could still see that despicable lascivious expression on her face. After she got out of the water, he got into the water and inspected the nets. They had been torn to bits as if an otter had chewed through them. His doubts ended. In his happiness, he called his wife to his side and said, ‘It’s only because I can’t go the smithy. Or else I could have got a big ding-a-ling made and fitted between your legs.’

Appachan’s apprehension was that the blacksmith and his children would have kept his past misadventure in their minds. Anyway, he decided to leave his wife to her devices and turned his attention to other things of interest to him. He bought different types of fishing lines and taught himself to make nets. He turned it into his trade and a source of income.

Though Kocharaghavan was past his prime, in the river he was unchallenged. However, many younger wannabes put on a display to attract the female of the species and tried out many ploys.

Bony Sunny was keen on watching women in the river up close. He was all skin-and-bones and short, which earned him the nickname. Even to this day, everyone remembers his attempt, before his marriage, to watch one of the distinguished ladies of Perumpadi while she was bathing in the river. Just as she started her bath, she saw a cardboard carton floating up the river, breaking all laws of gravity and motion. As she stood wondering how, the carton came to a stop near her legs. That was when she noticed the skinny frame beneath the carton.

She hissed, ‘You, wheezy bloody fool, you had nothing better to do?’ and lifting the carton, gave him a resounding slap. ‘When I got into the carton, I lost my sense of direction. That’s what happened. Or else I’d have seen everything that was there to see,’ was what Bony Sunny had to say about that episode.

He also gained fame once by catching other oglers red-handed. Two lazy-bone youngsters, unwilling to take any undue effort or subterfuge, climbed the illipe butter tree that stood near the river to ogle at the bathing beauties of Perumpadi. Bony Sunny, who used to watch from a permanent hiding place in the clump of reeds, felt outraged at their forthright manner. Shouldn’t some effort be put into it all this, he thought. Therefore, he dusted himself and emerged from among the reeds, and like a passer-by, went up to the illipe butter tree.

As soon as he demanded, ‘Who is wanking beside the women’s bathing ghat?’, one of the youngsters used the vine that grew on the tree to swing himself across the rivulet and disappear into the ginberry bushes. As it swung back, the second one used the same vine to propel himself to the other shore. However, at the point when he had to let go off the vine, a mischievous breeze blew and lifted the torthu of one of the bathing women. The spectacle that the breeze gifted him made the youth forget to release the hold, and the vine swung back, landing him smack in front of Bony Sunny.

Bony caught him by the scruff of his neck and forced him to bend down. A crowd of other oglers, farmers who did farming on the poramboke and volleyball players had gathered by that time.

All those who had gathered around with questions such as ‘Where have you blown in from?’, ‘You rascal, you won’t allow women to bathe in peace, will you?’, ‘What’s your father’s name?’ as a preamble to delivering a thrashing were halted momentarily by the answer, ‘It’s Kocharaghavan.’

Everyone looked at him closely. Long legs, broad chest, head held high—a replica of Kocharaghavan. After that incident, if caught doing any mischief, even short-limbed, short-statured children started to claim they were Kocharaghavan’s sons. Once Jeremias, in an attempt to get to the truth, asked Kocharaghavan if they were all really his children.

With a glib reply of ‘Possibly, guv’, Kocha avoided further questions.

Bony Sunny could never again find the gumption to try to beat up anyone. After that incident, he fell into a what-others-do-is-none-of-my-business state of mind.

‘What the hell, whoever has to do, let them do, what do I lose? It’s no skin off my nose. I know my wife’s going nowhere.’

Though Sunny made such statements, the public had their suspicions. Sunny’s wife was an amazon. They used to fret how the skinny, withered Sunny could ride her. Six months into their marriage, there was a squabble and the two families came to Jeremias. During those days, Elsie, Jeremias’s wife, was alive and healthy. He heard each of their contentions and kept adjudicating on them, one by one.

It was not a mother-in-law and daughter-in-law spat. The girl was affectionate towards the in-laws. There was no heartburn about the dowry brought in by her. Her family was not intrusive or meddlesome in their affairs. Neither of them was having affairs. However, they could not get along.

‘President, it’s that thing between two of them,’ Sunny’s mother told Jeremias in confidence. When it was clear his suspicions were not out of place, Jeremias told Elsie, ‘You try to have a word with her.’

Elsie replied, ‘There’s nothing to talk. Can a runt like him satisfy her? Haven’t you heard our karanavars say check the strength of the tree before you plant the vine that will climb on it?’ Sunny’s wife said nothing though Elsie questioned her every which way. Finally, Jeremias asked Sunny, ‘Eda, how are your physical relations with her? Are they good?’

‘Yes president, it is super. I don’t understand what she is complaining about.’

Finally, when it was clear that unless she opened up there would be no resolution, Sunny’s wife took Jeremias to the side and confessed, ‘Sir, I can’t live with him. I’m fed up.’ She started to weep.

‘What’s wrong with him? Doesn’t he care for you?’

‘Wrong? He’s sick! In the morning, before we get off the bed, he wants sex. After lunch, he’ll have me again. In the evening, before going for my bath, again sex. In the night, it’s three acts. Then, in between, whenever he gets a chance, it’s more sex. I have had my fill and more.’

Fretting all the while until the secret conclave was over, as soon as they returned, Sunny took Jeremias to the side and asked, ‘President, did she complain that my libido is poor?’

Silently, Jeremias looked at Sunny suspiciously to check if he was entirely and only an organ. Jeremias finally sent them off with some advice.

With him starting to pay more attention to his wife, Thottiparambil Sunny’s fun and games dwindled from little to nothing. The next person to gain notoriety was Suni, the youngster who escaped from the clutches of Bony Sunny by swinging from the vine and disappearing into the bushes. When they could not stomach any more complaints about him, his sister Radhamani’s husband, Prasannan, marched him to Reformation House.

‘President, it’s only due to my wife’s insistence that I have rushed here when I don’t have time even to fart. This is her brother. Once when my father-in-law, at the height of his madness, decided to end it all by setting fire to their house and burn them all to death, this reprobate’s mother grappled with him, took him inside the house, spread the mat and generously pacified him. This is the sprout from that seed. That lady must be now thinking that if her husband had been allowed to go on with his arson, it would have been so much better than to go through this.’

‘Prasannetta, don’t say such things,’ Jeremias tried to pacify him.

‘What must I do then? Let him not look after his parents, but from his earnings at least let him buy the loincloth that holds up his balls. The only good that has come out of it is that he knows by heart every mole and birthmark on every girl’s body in this place. Yet, he has not seen the calluses on his own mother’s hands. Do you think he will come to any good, any good at all? Tell me, what should I do with this coot? Radhamani has handed him over to me and asked me to do whatever I want with him or finish him off.’

Though Prasannan sat down on the half-wall, worried that time was being wasted, he leapt up from his seat. When Jeremias saw the unprotesting Suni standing by piteously, he realized this was someone who would abide by anyone, not just someone like Prasannan.

‘Suni, what do you think can be done?’

‘President, I am ready to do any job. But where to find work? When there is nothing to do and I sit idle, I feel like doing things. And I do them, despite myself. It’s not that I like it to be so.’

‘He can’t find work, I believe! President, where are people in this place who work? If I can get someone for my shop who’ll work earnestly, I am ready to pay him as much as he wants. But where? Every one of them is this bugger’s type.’

‘Can you give Suni the job if he acts responsibly?’ asked Jeremias.

‘President, will anyone take an axe that is leaning peaceably against the wall and drop it on his feet? I don’t trust him.’ Prasannan started to leave.

Suni said, close to tears, ‘I’ll improve. Give me an opportunity.’

Eventually, to monitor if he would mend his ways, it was decided that for two months Suni would be employed at Prasannan’s shop. However, when they were leaving, Prasannan said without mincing words, ‘I will give him food, clothes and soap for washing. I shall not pay him a single rupee in cash.’

‘That is enough,’ Suni agreed gladly.

Suni’s arrival cheered Prasannan’s son Ranjit. Though Suni was his uncle, only five years separated them. Not only had the uncle no airs or gratuitous advice to offer, he was also a storehouse of wild tales and tutored the nephew in hand-jobs. Prasannan ensured that the newfound friendship between uncle and nephew did not disrupt the running of his shop.

‘They are like the genies that the fisherman let out of the pot. If they are given even a moment’s respite, they will swallow us whole,’ Prasannan told Broker Kuriachan who was the current occupant of the plank bench that Paul sir used to frequent.

‘What’s that story of the genie, Prasanna?’ Kuriachan asked eagerly.

‘Oh that? Long ago, a fisherman from Thalassery came across a pot while at sea. Expecting to find treasure inside, when he brought it ashore and looked inside, out sprang a genie. As he trembled with fear, the genie told him, man, don’t fear, I am not going to hurt you. Give me a task to do. As soon as that task is over, you shall have to give me another one. If you don’t, I may eat you. Well, it’s not that I may. I will eat you, for sure. The fisherman said, that’s good, we do not lack in work around this place. To begin with, you count the grains of sand on this beach. The genie picked up a handful of sand. Then he did some addition and multiplication and gave the number. Next, the fisherman told him to count the waves in the sea. The genie took off on him—don’t be wishy-washy; tell me wave counts for how many years, or months, or days. Let it be until the end of the world, the fisherman said. You dummy, there will be waves even after the end of the world. Oh, is that so? Tell me the figure for the next ten years. The genie counted the waves for a minute. Then he multiplied, divided, added, subtracted and gave a figure.

‘Realizing that the genie had an unhealthy amount of arithmetic in him, the fisherman changed tack. He said, open the sacks of tea brought in by the ten trucks in the warehouse and put it in a heap. Within seconds that too was done and dusted. Do the same to ten truckloads of sugar. That was completed in a trice. Mix them up well. By the time the fisherman had gone for a pee and returned, that too was done. Now separate the tea dust and sugar and make small pouches of five grains each. When the genie sat down to do the task, the fisherman rushed home. His wife was sharp; he knew she would find a way out of this. When she heard him out, she said, is that all? Send him to me, I’ll deal with him. So, the genie arrived there and went into a room with the wife. Within half an hour, the genie came out, knackered, and asked the fisherman, where did you leave that pot of mine? If you can be so kind as to fetch it for me, I shall climb back into it. And you should leave me in the deep sea from where I may never reach a shore with women in it.’

‘What task did she give the genie?’ Kuriachan was all agog.

‘That?’ Prasannan was just warming up to the role of the prurient narrator when he was rudely interrupted by the entry of his equally intelligent wife. ‘What kind of rot are you telling everyone? This is not the fish-market. This is where you live. One big storyteller!’

‘Prasanna, I shall leave now.’ Kuriachan rose from the plank bench deciding that the thrill of the story so far should not be diminished by whatever else Radhamani may have to say on the matter. However, for a long time thereafter, Kuriachan used to wonder what could have been the task that genie had been given by the fisherman’s wife.

Kuriachan was the most reputable marriage broker in Perumpadi. Even at a time when the place’s reputation militated against honourable alliances from outside for the girls and boys of Perumpadi, Kuriachan was smart enough to arrange many. He never revealed how he managed to overcome Perumpadi’s notoriety.

Broker Pennamma, however, had this to say, ‘Don’t you see that every one of the alliances he has brought is the pits? Which decent girl has he brought into this place so far? When you consider all that, one of the reasons why our reputation continues to be low is him.’ However, her words were dismissed as a product of professional rivalry. Also, not that those whom she had brought in were paragons of virtue and rectitude.

When people started to gossip that Macholil Thankachan’s youngest daughter’s marriage was overdue, Pennamma brought in a boy from somewhere north of Alakkode. He was an effeminate simpleton, without facial hair and other signs of masculinity. For the ‘seeing the girl’ ceremony, he came powdered like a dandy with a handkerchief in his hand. One look at him and the karanavar of Macholil asked Pennamma, ‘Looks like a gelding, a cow elephant without tusks. Do you really want to foist this one on us?’

‘Oh, chetta, he’s such a darling. Make enquiries at his place, there are no allegations against him.’ Pennamma was emphatic.

‘That’s exactly what I said. He’s not capable of doing that precisely,’ the karanavar clarified.

The girl, however, had a different set of aesthetics. She believed that all the actors seen on Hindi movie posters were men who had no facial hair growth. She fancied that if the boy could be made to wear trousers, he could be made to look like a movie star.

‘Let’s go through with this one, grandpa,’ she said.

When she did not become pregnant after some eight years, the girl finally admitted that they had been had by Pennamma. However, she did not return to Perumpadi. Accepting her fate, she continued to stay in Alakkode. Kuriachan continued to use the case of the Macholil girl to counter Pennamma’s allegations against him.

The biggest failure in Kuriachan’s career was in the case of Neeru Joseph, Kodamkachi Appachan’s daughter. She was the librarian of Perumpadi’s public library and despite her college degree and reading habits, she could not get a good alliance because of her family’s financial debility.

No one blamed Kodamkachi for not finding a suitable alliance for her, for they knew he was incapable of such feats. As a father, his attitude was let anyone come, marry his daughter and do whatever else he wanted. He had no objection if it was someone from Perumpadi either.

No one from Perumpadi was prepared to take her hand in marriage. One of the reasons was that none of them was as educated as she was. Another was that she had a beauty tinged with self-confidence. All things considered, the young men of Perumpadi maintained a respectable distance from her.

To a couple of men that she took a fancy to, Neeru did express her interest in a discreet manner, but they, citing lame excuses, avoided anything from developing between them. One of the young men described her thus: ‘She is like the ebony tree, good for every use. Excellent finish. But if you lay it flat and start to saw, the teeth of the saw will snap off.’

She told her family about a young man from Chembanthotti she had met when she was in college. Her mother mentioned him to Kuriachan, who made enquiries and set up the alliance. When the simple engagement ceremony was conducted in the Perumpadi church, everyone said, ‘A suitable, good boy. If she were born elsewhere, she could have become a doctor or collector. Only because she was in Perumpadi, she has to be satisfied with so much less.’

The engagement was on a Saturday and the wedding date fixed for the second Monday. On Tuesday, Appachan, humming tunelessly, reached Reformation House. Seated on the veranda, Kodamkachi announced, ‘Her daughter will not be able to enjoy the bilimbi fruit.’

Jeremias, not understanding the context or import, asked, ‘How is that Appacha?’

‘He’s a crackpot. I don’t think he will even lift a finger, let alone other things after the marriage. My daughter is not destined to have that craving for sour things. There’s this thing that Kuriachan will get his brokerage if the wedding goes through. What do you think, President, should we serve palada payasam* to the mad dog?’

Though Appachan spoke in a disjointed style, Jeremias gathered that some people had spread a rumour that the man Neeru was to marry was a mental patient, and the general opinion in Appachan’s family was that Jeremias should decide if the wedding should go through.

‘My son says that rather than let her marry that boy, it’s better we tie her up and drown her in the Tiger Trench. I told them to do whatever they want. I have no peace.’

‘Where is the boy’s house?’ Jeremias asked after some thought.

‘Chembanthotti.’

‘I should be having the parish priest’s number. We shall call him and go and meet him.’

Appachan, staring down at the bilimbi in his hand, said, ‘If I can get some salt, this one will go down without making the teeth tingle.’
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Red Silk and Horoscope Bundle

The talks were held in the vicarage. The girl’s side consisted of her brother Anil, Appachan, one of her uncles, and Jeremias. The boy’s party consisted of himself, his uncle, his father, two of his friends and Orappaankundan Thomas, a local leader. Though not as popular or well-accepted as Jeremias, Orappaankundan was a mediator of good standing in Chembanthotti.

Broker Kuriachan too was present, unsure whose side he should take to save the wedding from being aborted, and finally decided he would side with whoever was arguing to salvage it. Orappaankundan and Jeremias were acquaintances. As soon as they met, they had local and political news to exchange. As they sat chatting, the priest entered and announced he was ready for the parleys.

At that point, Orappaankundan underwent a transformation. He started to behave as if he did not know where Perumpadi was, and had not met Jeremias before.

In order to signify that he had entered the ring, Orappaankundan sat down and flicked up the hem of his mundu, revealing his knees. The vicar said a prayer using whatever words came to his mind in that instant, for he could not fail and had to live up to his reputation among his parishioners that he was capable of reciting an appropriate prayer for any occasion. Everyone was seated on benches with backrests, placed before a table that had the icon of the Holy Family.

‘All of you shall talk with self-control. The Good Lord shall show us the most suitable path. So, with prayerful hearts, we shall speak and hear to that end.’

As soon as the vicar made this announcement to make the setting cordial, the boy stood up humbly and made a demand.

‘Father, your prayers are over, aren’t they? All these people are present here. Give me a chance.’

Orappaankundan thought this was odd. To make sure that no one would notice the rising panic inside him, he got ready to whisper to the boy to sit down. However, before he could, the vicar gave his permission.

‘You come up here and have your say.’

‘It’s not something to be said, it’s something to be recited.’

Without paying attention to Orappaankundan’s frantic, desperate gestures, the boy shut his eyes and seemed to be recalling something. Then in a firm, pleasant, clear voice, he sang each couplet twice:


‘We were fashioned from the same soil . . .

We were created from the same soil.

From the day life entered us, our blood

Flowed as a small stream.

Our kites flew to the same height,

Our canoes we rowed at the same pace.

Paper parakeets predicted

We will grow up fast,

Play house and wed . . .

Even today, in the river that has flowed past,

Torn paper parakeets

Are our witnesses.

Childhood by the riverbanks,

Adolescence headed to cities of lust.

One day, when the light

Suddenly went out in the mind,

I broke a glass bangle.

That piece of bangle is a vein.

The temple plant watered by us is withered,

The temple plant watered by us is withered.

Do you know our peacock feather has given birth

To one hundred-and-one chicks . . .



Poem “Sumangali”, by A. Aiyappan. Thank you.’

With exaggerated calm, the boy returned to his seat. Converting his bewilderment into gravitas swiftly, Orappaankundan asked Jeremias, ‘Did you understand? Did you now understand what kind of a young man he is? Not a single word is out of place in that. How can anyone present a young man’s dreams about his marriage in a better way than this? You probably didn’t get whose poem it was.’

Deciding that in case the visitors from Perumpadi had not recognized the poet or the work, they should, the boy said, ‘“Sumangali” written by A. Aiyappan.’

‘How many people in Perumpadi know of A. Aiyappan?’ asked Orappaankundan, like a scholar, though he was himself hearing the name for the first time. When he saw the party from Perumpadi was silent, he crashed and burnt.

‘Jeremias, it’s highly improper that you came here after listening to canards about such an intellectual, culturally sensitive and artistic young man. He is the pride of this place.’

Kuriachan got to his feet, as if life had just returned to him. ‘I did tell you all there’s no problem. He is a smart fellow.’ He entertained the thoughts of his broker fees being resurrected.

Since it appeared that the tide was turning in his favour, the boy got up once more and said, ‘If that is the case, I can recite one more poem. Do you prefer one of Aiyappan’s or Ayyappa Paniker’s?’

‘Oh, not now. On the day of the wedding, we can sing three or four.’ Persuading the boy to resume his seat, Orappaankundan addressed the party from Perumpadi, ‘Now you tell us your decision.’

Jeremias stood up, called Orappaankundan aside and told him, ‘Thomaschetta, everything’s good. Liked it all. However, our girl isn’t good enough for such a brilliant guy. We should be discussing how the wedding can be cancelled. Let us not have any more variety entertainment.’

‘Eda, that poem was brilliant. The problem is that you couldn’t grasp its meaning.’

‘All that is good. There is a time and place for everything. Have we got together here to attend a poets’ corner?’

Orappaankundan got off his high horse slowly.

‘Jeremias, I can confess. Other than spouting poems at inopportune moments and on other occasions speaking at length on various subjects with authority, he has shown no signs of causing bodily harm to anyone. It’s his misfortune that he is confined to this valley. If he were in town, he had the potential to be a cultural leader of the first water. Yet, anyone can lead him by the nose. We have medicines for everything in this modern age. Moreover, since the engagement is done, if we have a way to patch this up somehow, let the show go on.’

‘It won’t work, chetta. This Neeru is the sweetest girl in Perumpadi. I shall not be party to anything that will blight her life.’

‘Eda, if this is cancelled, there will be more complications. These people had taken dowry of fifty thousand rupees on the engagement day. That will have to be paid back?’

‘Not enough, the girl’s family will have to be compensated too. They spent money on the engagement ceremony.’

‘Ah great! Jeremias, the wedding is next Monday and it’s already Wednesday. They had bid for a buffalo weighing a quintal from Vallithode and bought other things too. That fifty thousand is almost exhausted. Scraping the bottom of which barrel should they pay it back now?’

They stood across each other pondering. Finally, when the party that went for the parleys returned to Perumpadi, they brought back with them a buffalo, two gold rings, two bags of rice, twenty kilos of onions and four roosters.

Anil thanked Jeremias for saving his sister from a disastrous marriage. For some reason, Jeremias had a weird feeling that the happiness that he saw in Anil’s eyes was not what a brother should feel on such an occasion.

Although whatever he had planned to achieve while heading for the boy’s parish church had been achieved, for Jeremias a sense of fulfilment was missing. He knew Neeru even before the cock-up and he felt that such a smart, sweet girl should not have to go through this humiliation.

Elsewhere, the news of the wedding being cancelled and the buffalo, roosters, and all that turning up as reparations at Kodamkachi’s family may have evoked excitement and set tongues wagging, but in Perumpadi none had the time and inclination for such bagatelles. Only those young men and women who considered that Neeru was uppity because she had a college education rejoiced at her embarrassment. The only two people who decided to use the opportunity to take their revenge were Theruva Mathu and Uthaman.

The buffalo that was part of the reparations started to lose weight after two days. Anil suggested that before it lost more meat, it should be slaughtered and sold. Malayani Kunjepp’s son Saji did that for them. Appachan got Rs 12,000 from the proceeds after accounting for meat sold to those who would buy only on credit, irrespective of who slaughtered the animal anywhere in Perumpadi. The rice and onions Prasannan bought from him, but at a lower price than the market rate.

When he heard this, Theruva Mathu told Uthaman, ‘The stinker would do this and worse as someone who would use the dried salt from his armpit to season his kanji.’

Seated in Mani’s cashew orchard, they were playing jackpot rummy with one-rupee stake. A one-rupee stake meant that if one had only Rs 3–4, it could be stretched to play on until the evening. The venue being a cashew orchard meant there was no lack of sustenance; it was cashew season and when hungry they had to only pluck and eat the fruit.

‘Despite all kinds of bastardy that he has done, that meanie is only getting richer by the day. He recently bought two acres of rubber estate in Kalanthod hill. Some may say it is because of his hard work. Why, aren’t we working too?’

When Mathu asked, ‘Uthama, shall we do some black magic?’, Uthaman flung down his hand of cards as if it were to be done in that instant.

‘I’ll arrange it. You need to pay me half the cost.’

‘Will it cost a lot? I can spare only a small sum.’

‘Give me what you can. Tomorrow I’ll bring the thing.’

When he made the brave statement, he had in mind a bundle of ezhuthola—a sheaf of dried palmyra leaves cut to size and used for inscribing—that was tucked into the rafters of his house. He had accompanied his family members when they had gone to Thirunelli for the immersion of his elder sister’s father-in-law’s ashes. He had no wherewithal to go there by himself.

It was very cold in Wayanad. When everyone else got into Papanashini river for the immersion, he chose to sit upon a rock, afraid that if his feet touched the water, the chill would increase. When he saw the bundles of palmyra folios lying by the rear of the rock, he asked someone nearby their provenance.

‘The horoscopes of dead people. In their times, horoscopes used to be inscribed on these palm folios. When the ashes are immersed here, the horoscopes too are left here as a dedication. They are the life stories of people who came before us. In other words, God’s words of predestinations.’

When they left the place, one of the bundles had found its way into the pocket of Uthaman’s striped drawers. Upon reaching home, though he tried his best to decipher the inscriptions, he could make out nothing.

Leave alone Uthaman, even those who knew these things could not have made out some of the words in those folios. They were unintelligible to anyone other than Pittankanishan, who had inscribed them. He had done this so that no one would be able to understand the vengeful mood in which they were written.

Pittankanishan hailed from Payyoli near Vadakara. When he was in his early teens, he developed a passion for Krishnanaattam,* similar to the craze that present-day youngsters have for movies. However, since he belonged to the astrologer caste called kaniyas, which had to maintain non-polluting distance from high castes, he could not enter the tharavads to watch the Krishnanaattam performances.

Pittan’s nature was to enjoy everything connected with his passion if he could not have the real thing. One way he found to fulfil his desire was to stand twelve feet away from the route taken by the Krishnanaattam performers and watch them as they went past carrying the huge trunks containing the costumes and other accoutrements.

One day, in order to watch the maestros of Krishnanaattam leave one of the tharavads in Kizhoor after an overnight performance, he lurked beside a pandanus plant by the side of a coconut-palm log bridge. Although famished, he had had only warm water at home to drink, and he had drunk it until there was no space left in his stomach. Since the wait was long, all the water travelled through his belly and ended up distending his bladder and urethra. When it became apparent that holding it in was not an option, he undid his loincloth and squatted beneath the pandanus plant.

Since he was yet to enjoy more pleasurable activities using his willie, it was his wont to void his bladder with the greatest enjoyment—watching the urine that leaves the pink halves at the tip of his willie in one stream being split into two; the two streams merging into a thicker one as they travelled down; then hitting the ground, frothing, the tiny bubbles rubbing against one another, merging and popping; the arc of the stream refracting light; the pleasure of strengthening the stream with a grunt and strain. Considering these together as the sum total of the greatest pleasure and relief in his life, Pittan forgot his surroundings and kept looking at the froth.

At that time, the maestro Rairu Nair asan and his troupe were passing by, after eight nights of performances from Avataram to Swargaarohanam. Rairu Nair was in a semi-conscious state, having imbibed copious quantities of paddy distillate to assuage his exhaustion.

Engrossed in the ecstasy provided by micturition, Pittan saw the troupe only when they were almost upon him. He got up, hurriedly pulling up the loincloth back over his unfinished stream. However, by that time, Rairu Nair had espied him and his willie.

‘You are a kaniyan boy, aren’t you?’

‘Yes.’

‘Ah, and you dare to play with your flute in front of the Lord?’

Since he had been playing the role of Lord Krishna for long, Rairu Nair had developed a feeling that he himself was the deity. However, the notion had not reached the level of Advaita philosophy that everyone is God. Therefore, he considered everyone else as mere mortals and, when the liquor really hit him, some of them even as asuras.

Rairu bhagwan felt that his incarnation’s purpose, on the day, was to extinguish the arrogance of Kaniyasura who stood before him holding the bundled loincloth like a weapon. He put into immediate action his sudden thought that he could do the linga daman—a dress rehearsal of which the Lord had already practised on the serpent Kaliya—between the legs of this asura. As Pittan lay howling with pain, one of the accompanists in the troupe covered his mouth. Since they had been polluted by touching the kaniyan boy, the troupe continued their journey only after elaborate baths in the river.

What followed for Pittan were days of pain and distress during an act he had so far considered a highly pleasurable one. At the end of the Ayurveda treatment involving poultices and warm oil drip-massage with the body immobile, Vannan vaidya said, ‘You can just about pass urine. This now is only good for that.’

Thereafter, Pittan had no passion for not only Krishnanaattam but also any kind of performances that adults were keen on. He accompanied his uncle, studied horas of natal astrology, learnt to cast horoscopes and predict planetary aspects. Rairu Nair’s kick really landed only when Pittan’s uncle told him one day it was time for him to get married. Since his history was well known, the search to find him a wife did not succeed. Many years later, a woman, a distant relative of his, showed her willingness to live with him, fully knowing his condition.

Though she was cheerful initially, when she started running out of her youthful years, she developed a desire to become a mother. Although she was, on many occasions, on the verge of what could be termed politely as straying from the straight and narrow path, her many trepidations made her miss out on learning God’s will, leading to her reining herself in and eventually dying a premature death. This meant there was no one to remember her or mourn her in the years that followed.

After her death, with the holy ash smeared across his forehead, when he was living a life of moderation in food, drinks and speech, an aged and now decrepit Rairu Nair asan summoned him to his tharavad. Pittankanishan understood that he was needed to write the horoscope of the son of asan’s niece, begat from an embranthiri.*

Although the scene of his assault flashed through his mind when he saw Rairu Nair, now weak and invalid after his retirement as a performer, Pittan controlled his instincts, considering the imperatives of his own station, dharma, sagacity and age.

After finding out the exact time of the boy’s birth, Pittan asked to see the boy in person. A radiant-looking boy was brought before him. Pittan kept looking at him for a while.

Back home, when he sat down to write the boy’s horoscope on the palmyra folio and took up the narayam—a metal stylus for inscribing on the leaf—the boy’s face flashed again in his mind. Pittan foresaw the boy extending Rairu Nair’s lineage through the centuries and then his own coming to an abrupt end with himself. When he considered that he was not going to live through another living being, dark thoughts entered his mind, tearing apart all the restraints he had imposed on himself.

One kick from Rairu Nair had shattered the link to his lineage. His and his wife’s fate was to leave this human form without enjoying the sexual pleasure instilled by God in every human being for facilitating moksha and rebirth. In the typical style used by his profession while writing, he mused that he was unable to do the valorous karma of taking revenge on the one who was instrumental in delivering his destiny.

At the end of all these ruminations, he started to inscribe on the folio, starting with the usual constituents of a horoscope as learnt by him, and then, in between, one line written in a cryptic language that only he could understand.

Driven by his vengeful mood, Pittan wrote the sentence ‘bade peastly srick shereof whall suin fame mchlong’ at many places in the horoscope. No one who read the horoscope understood what it stood for or meant. Since the subject of the horoscope led a life of comparative ease and renown and faced no tribulations, the astrologers with limited knowledge took them as auspicious words of benediction.

Pittankanishan’s mind, which became frayed, knotted and tangled on that day, never recovered even after he completed the horoscope. The next day, he delivered the horoscope to Rairu Nair’s tharavad. Normally, he would return only after having his meal there and receiving his fees. However, on that day, he did not wait for anything and came away hurriedly.

He did not live long thereafter. His last days were spent in wretched desolation. Living alone, he collapsed one day and was completely paralysed. After many days, hearing the sounds of cats snarling, when someone went into his home, he was found still alive, but the cats were tearing up his putrefying private parts.

The subject of the last horoscope written by Pittan retired as a senior officer in the postal department and, in his seventy-first year, died from respiratory infection but without much suffering. His children had released his ashes, the earthen idol into which his soul had been invoked and the horoscope into Papanashini river in Thirunelli.

Since the water level in the river was low, the bundle only travelled a little distance; it was snagged by a rock, ended up on the bank, to be picked by Uthaman and brought home, where he hid it from everyone. As promised, he brought it to Theruva Mathu as the black magic folio.

‘Mathu, it won’t do if we leave it as it is. We need to wrap it in silk.’

‘Silk? Ah, I have that with me.’

During the previous church festival, satin flags were tied to reeds and used to decorate the festival grounds. A red satin flag got stuck in Mathu’s sticky fingers when no one was looking. While the standards were being folded and kept back, the sexton told the workers that he could not see one of them. The sexton knew the exact count.

For every funeral, after the last prayers were said and the coffin was closed, the sexton used to retrieve all the palls save the white one used to cover the corpse. After this went on for some time, considering the trouble of folding the palls, the sexton told the priest, ‘Father, what is the need to open out the pall to cover the corpse? It is enough if they are placed as they are, folded. If we keep them safe, we can later auction them. If they are dumped into the grave, they will lie there without disintegrating.’

After the priest made the announcement in church, everyone started to keep folded palls near the feet of the corpse. The pall Theruva Mathu took off the pole was bought from the shop by Saju, the son-in-law of E.P. Luka sir.

That alliance was a blunder made by Luka sir. Saju’s family was an affluent one in Pulpally at the time when pepper prices were on fire. The wedding happened at that time, without demanding or receiving any dowry. Saju’s father’s comment, after they saw and liked the girl, was, ‘Our boys should work and bring money and wealth into the family. That has been the family tradition. Because our ancestors had decided those who cannot do it should not be in the family, we have reached where we have now. He alone shouldn’t be an exception.’

Notwithstanding that, Luka sir had sent his daughter off to Wayanad with enough gold jewellery and household appliances so no one could fault him for being tight-fisted.

Saju’s family believed that the returns from black pepper would continue until the end of the world. They had bought not one but three new Mahindra 500D jeeps in one year. The company had opened a new dealership near Pulpally as the demand was high. With the stem and fruit rot blight setting in and the vines withering away, the market crashed and Saju’s family ended up bankrupt. The paterfamilias decreed that his male children should demand their wives’ share from their families. By the time Saju reached with his demand, Luka sir had already divided his property between his two sons. What was left had been sold to marry off his youngest daughter. The only reason his younger son was grudgingly looking after his parents was because he was receiving Luka sir’s pension.

When Luka sir died after three weeks of struggle with asthma and congestion, his daughter was by his side. However, Saju ignored him completely. After he died, Saju’s wife called him on the phone and pleaded with him tearfully to come with a pall to put on the corpse, if at least to stop tongues from wagging.

When he could no longer bear her importuning calls, Saju took off the half-gram gold studs from his younger daughter’s ears. With the money raised by pawning it, he went to Mananthavady, bought a pall and had a few drinks in a bar.

While placing the pall at the feet of the corpse, he spoke loud enough to be heard by the grieving relatives sitting by the body, ‘You haven’t given me even a scrap of cloth. Yet, I am showing my nobility. The pall has been bought by selling the last grain of gold in the house. Listen, father-in-law, you bugger, cover yourself with this and lie in state happily.’

The sexton had other ideas. He removed all the palls and put them in the sacristy. When his own paternal uncle died, this pall came in handy. Whenever a relative of his died, he never spent money to buy a pall. When so many palls were available in the church, what was the need to spend money? Moreover, whatever he borrowed he used to keep back, without even disturbing the folds.

The vicar decided that the palls thus restituted should be used as flags. He had been inspired by the sight of multicoloured flags in front of star hotels.

On the last day of the festival, worried how he should take his collection of pilfered and lost-and-found items without being noticed, Theruva Mathu’s eyes fell on the flags. The one he removed was the pall Luka sir’s son-in-law had procured. Mathu was happy that, bundled in that flag, he could get his swag home safe from prying eyes.

For delivering the vehicle of their version of black magic, Mathu tore out only a small piece from the pall. He had to provide for the future, should such demands arise again. Uthaman placed it under a broken cooking pot found by the side of the cowshed behind Prasannan’s teashop. Bewildered after witnessing the events that unfolded thereafter, Theruva Mathu asked Uthaman several days later, ‘Who did you get to do this for you? The guy’s terrific.’

‘I did it myself,’ said Uthaman, more baffled than Mathu was, even as the question who could explain the causes and means of whatever happens in person’s life filled his mind.
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Diverse Marriages

The sight of his brother-in-law and his own son toiling in the teashop warmed the cockles of Prasannan’s heart. Whenever Ranjit handed over a cup of tea to anyone, they would say, ‘Oh, Prasannan’s tea was far better.’

He was gladdened not because his son caused people to compare him favourably but because the level of tea and sugar in the containers remained undiminished and one bottle of milk delivered over forty to forty-five cups of tea. Since Perumpadi was devoid of other shops at that time, the public decided to accept—with the same stoicism they accepted fate—the son’s atrocities as he followed in his father’s footsteps.

Suni excelled in tossing parottas and thinning them like cloth; wet grinding the batter to such a fine froth that dosas became gossamers; slicing the bananas paper-thin to make fritters; pouring wheat flour, baking soda and sugar mixtures from such heights that undakkaya made out of it had more air bubbles than substance. His only fault was that he had to watch at least two movies a week. That was taken care of by the complimentary pass he received for pasting the movie poster on the shop wall.

The day after the vehicle of black magic was delivered, work was started on a kuzhikalari* in a plot that belonged to Chandrappura Mani to the west of Prasannan’s land. Whirlwind Manoharan was the kalari gurukkal. There were two versions on the provenance of this nickname—some said that it was because from the time he was a child, at the least provocation he would swirl like a typhoon and hit people; others said it was because he was epileptic. Epilepsy and whirlwind share the same homonym in the vernacular.

Whirlwind Manoharan had a trait of becoming an instant admirer of practitioners of traditional skills and arts—especially the ones he could not master—and then trailing those practitioners to learn from them. Although an ardent admirer, when he started to learn the skill or art, he would pick fights with his gurus. He, therefore, ended up not mastering any of the skills.

Although he tried to learn many such skills, he gave literacy a wide berth. In his view, this world needed nothing that required one to be literate. Before he started the kuzhikalari, he was attached as a helper to a stonemason.

At the house at Koothuparamba where he was working, a kalari asan had come to do therapeutic massage for the karanavar of the house. The way he carried himself and his physique turned Manoharan into a devotee. He started to believe that whatever the asan did was superhuman. One day, after the massage, when the asan was leaving, it started to rain heavily.

‘Asan, how can you leave without an umbrella?’

‘Why do I need an umbrella? I will twirl this stick and walk,’ asan bragged for a lark.

After he said that, when he stepped into the rain, asan did open the umbrella in his hand. However, Manoharan’s mind was not willing to process that sight. All he saw was asan walking under a stick spinning overhead, without a single droplet hitting his body. The apprenticeship with the stonemason ended on the same day.

Manoharan was unable to follow the vocal syllables used by the guru for guiding his disciples’ steps and movements. Though Manoharan had suggested that he slow down the recitation, asans have their own pace of doing such things. Even the small children were stepping up to that tempo. Eventually, asan separated Manoharan from other disciples and let him set his own pace. After about six months, Manoharan made an announcement that shocked asan—he was going to start his own kalari in Perumpadi. Asan asked him, ‘Eda, do you know all the movements?’

‘Oh yeah, I learnt before joining here.’

‘Let’s hear a couple of vocal syllables of the move sequences.’

‘Eyy, gurukkal, what do you need all these vocal syllables for? Feet forward, feet back, bend, twist, turn . . . isn’t it enough to say these? I know enough.’

‘You little prick, upon all the gods of kalari, I shall not allow you to start the kalari.’ The gurukkal was adamant.

‘Gurukkal, for Perumpadi even I am too good. Shouldn’t they all learn kalari? Shouldn’t I earn my livelihood?’

Considering that any further conversation would be possible only if he lowered his own station as a gurukkal, he said nothing further.

Since Whirlwind was the owner, there was no cutting corners. The ground was excavated and sunk by four feet; the kalari training arena was laid out as per the traditional dimensions of forty-two feet by twenty-one feet; one-and-a-half-feet high mud walls bordering the kalari were built and on that, using bamboos and coconut thatches, the superstructure six-feet high; and in the south-west corner, a seven-level poothara, a platform for the kalari deities.

A few knives, swords, ottas,* and canes were procured and placed on the poothara. These arrangements left Whirlwind’s detractors in awe, and in spite of themselves they started to call him gurukkal. The kalari normally starts during the monsoon season. However, the location being Perumpadi and the gurukkal being Manoharan, it started in April. He managed to enrol about fifteen children as disciples.

With the opening of the kalari, Prasannan started to stock gingelly oil—until then it had no demand—in large quantities. He started to offer ready credit to Manoharan gurukkal. Receiving unwonted respect, gurukkal became a regular at Prasannan’s shop.

Two months after the inauguration of the kalari, a man came to Prasannan’s shop claiming he could stick together anything that was splintered. He was carrying a glue in a spiral, wound up like aluminium wire.

When Prasannan dismissed him with ‘Sticking, my ass, as if there is nothing else to do, scram,’ Manoharan, seated on the plank drinking tea, was immediately interested in the new gimmick and said, ‘Don’t go without showing how you stick things together,’ and made the glue-man sit beside him.

That made Prasannan recall the broken cooking pot lying behind the shop. Happy that at least one loss could be redeemed, he offered, ‘I’ll give a pot to be glued.’ He went to the rear of the shop and lifted the pot. The sight of something wrapped in the torn pall shocked him. Without showing any alarm, he took the bundle, shoved it between the banana plant stem and leaf stalk, and handed over the pot to the glue-man. By that time, using charcoal, the glue man had started an ersatz furnace in a small biscuit tin. 	

He ground the broken edges and made them smooth and even. Using the rod heated in the ersatz furnace, he applied the aluminium coloured glue on the broken edges and stuck them together. After that, he poured water into the pot; there were no leaks, not even seepage. The man instructed them that the pot should be used on the stove only after three hours. Prasannan paid Rs 25 for a sliver of the glue—the size of a matchstick—planning to use it in future.

After five hours, Radhamani boiled water in that pot to make fish curry. As she added Malabar tamarind and stirred the pot, it started to leak like an incontinent elder onto the stove.

When the fire in the stove was extinguished, Prasannan suddenly recalled the bundle he had found under the pot. He felt no animus towards the glue-man; nor did he believe he had been duped. All he could think was that the black magic was so malevolent that not even a breach in his pot could be repaired.

The next day, Radhamani got a low-grade fever. Before taking Radhamani to the doctor, Prasannan chose to go to a karmi* in Manathana. As he struggled to undo the knots, the karmi said, ‘This is no tyro, it’s done by an expert.’

When he opened and read the palmyra leaves, he understood it was a horoscope. However, the text added by Pittankanishan foxed him. Nevertheless, in order to vindicate his previous opinion, he said, ‘It’s a malefic thing done by including a rakshass’s† horoscope in it. Remedying it will not be easy. But we are lucky that it is not impossible.’

‘Are you able to divine who did it?’

‘They don’t belong to your place. Your enemies are from outside.’

‘Could be true. I don’t have many enemies in our place. Whatever it maybe, please get rid of the jinx.’

On the prescribed date, for hours after midnight, all the rituals and poojas were conducted. Gritting his teeth, Prasannan had loosened his purse strings.

‘You have nothing to fear any more. Not only have I nullified it, I have built a fence of protection that none can breach,’ the karmi said with overweening self-confidence.

The next day, Prasannan observed all his customers closely; apparently, the tale of the midnight exorcism rituals had not reached them. If it had, there would have been searching questions. However, after he had swept the teashop, he was stunned by a question asked and statement made by Whirlwind, who had come in for a morning tea, ‘Prasanetta, has Radhamani chechi’s fever subsided? Be careful, she could have AIDS. We don’t know what diseases people bring into the shop. She interacts with them closely, doesn’t she?’

Whirlwind had no idea what AIDS was. He thought that it spread like common cold. However, since everyone else present there knew what it was and how it was transmitted, they laughed.

‘Your mother has AIDS.’

Prasannan had regained his confidence from the knowledge that the jinx had been neutralized. That courage made him unleash a roundhouse slap on Manoharan’s face, forgetting for the nonce that he was a kalari gurukkal. Mortified, Manoharan turned and ran into the kalari.

Getting into the lotus position with much difficulty, he sat in front of the poothura for a while, pondering which weapon to use on Prasannan. Finally, he decided that it had to be the otta—not because he was an expert user, but because none of the Perumpadi residents had seen it used before. In order to give them a taste of this weapon shaped like an elephant tusk, he took it up in his hand.

As Prasannan watched Whirlwind run towards him twirling the otta overhead furiously, he felt scared. To temper his fear, he stepped out of the shop and took up a large stone. That sight scared Manoharan too.

Manoharan thought it prudent to remind him the rules of engagement, ‘Prasannetta, you should not fling stones at someone wielding the otta. You may take up an otta yourself.’ However, since Prasannan had not been trained in kalari, he was not bound by such rules.

‘Run, you sonofabitch, I will break your single tusk with this stone,’ said Prasannan, and aimed the stone at Manoharan’s knees. Although Manoharan tried to stop it with the otta, it did hit his leg. Manoharan did not pause for further reflection; he flung the otta towards Prasannan’s head. It hit his right leg, instead.

With the words ‘Prasannetta, didn’t I warn you not to fling stones at an otta-expert?’, Manoharan walked back to the kalari. Prasannan, whose femur had a complete, transverse fracture, was taken to the hospital by the people who had gathered there by then. After putting the leg in the cast, the doctor informed him that he would not be able to walk for three months.

‘President, he slapped me and also flung a stone at me. Yet I did nothing. However, as a weapon with integrity, the otta did find its target. Hadn’t I warned him enough not to tangle with the otta?’ At Reformation House, standing in front of Jeremias, Manoharan mounted a spirited defence.

Nevertheless, Jeremias decreed that since Manoharan had ignited the fight by slandering Prasannan’s wife and Prasannan’s hospital expenses had stacked up to a princely sum, he should pay Prasannan some compensation. Prasannan not only rejected Manoharan’s appeal for a remission in the compensation—in consideration of his readiness to massage Prasannan’s leg, after the cast was removed, with the kalari’s traditional liniment for such injuries—but also demanded that the outstanding dues, towards teas consumed by him, be settled forthwith.

Normally, when he saw that both parties were digging in their heels or that circumstances could not be ameliorated through dialogues, Jeremias quickly wound up the mediation talks.

The Manoharan-Prasannan dispute was one such. When he was trying to think of a way to end it, Puliyelil Clara reached Reformation House. Jeremias named a figure as compensation that was mutually acceptable to the parties, asked Prasannan to give Manoharan sufficient time to pay him, and brought down the curtain on the issue.

After drinking the tea and eating the jackfruit fries that Kathrina had served, Clara presented her problem.

‘You are aware, President, that my son Robin was working in a gold jewellery shop in Kannur.’

‘Oh yeah, you said that he was paid well and all that.’

‘True, he was paid well. They cared for him too; he was well regarded. He was managing everything in the shop. They are some kind of brahmins, yet, he was invited to every function at their home. I too have been to their house a couple of times. His boss has two daughters. He has fallen in love with the older one, a college student. I swear upon the Holy Mother, I had no inkling of this. I wouldn’t allow him to marry from another religion. What to say, president, last Saturday night he turned up with that girl in tow. I asked him what kind of idiotic act he had done and scolded him harshly.

‘The girl then started to cry saying she can’t live without him. To be honest, when I saw her cry like that, I too felt bad. So, I decided to let them stay with me that night. Robin said they would sleep together. I put my foot down. After she had been baptised and they were married they could sleep together or wake up together or whatever. President, shouldn’t we abide by the Church’s dictates? The same night, I went up the valley and made the girl stay in my sister’s home there.

‘The next morning, I found her father and relatives standing in my front yard. I started to tremble with fear. My son was also nervous. However, her father only asked him where his daughter was, and nothing else. I went and fetched the girl. The moment she saw her father, she started to weep. After asking her not to cry, her father spoke to us. Everyone already knew she had eloped. She was not going to find another alliance. They were agreeable to them getting married. I said, it’s true that we are surviving because of his salary. However, that doesn’t mean I am going to let him marry out of religion. She has to accept all our sacraments and get married in the church. He said all conditions were acceptable. It’s the first wedding in the family, he said, and that they wanted it conducted with pomp in a wedding hall. And the mangalasutra ceremony could be in some nearby church. I agreed to all that.

‘Then they said, there should be some assurance from our side. At least rings should be exchanged, then and there. We had no stock of rings at home, I said. They said that was of no matter, they’d brought the rings, and that could be deducted from the dowry. A solid ring, at least one-and-a-half sovereigns, she slipped onto Robin’s finger. He slipped another one on to her finger too. After fixing a tentative date for the wedding, they went away, taking her with them. Yesterday, Monday, when Robin went for work, the manager said he should meet the owner first. He says when he met the owner, he was not the same person he was on Sunday. The man abused him roundly and threatened that if showed up again, he would file a complaint that he had stolen the ring. He’s back home and in tears. What should I do, president?’

Jeremias kept looking at Clara as he turned things over in his mind. He then spoke, while pondering over the loss Robin had suffered.

‘Clara, every man is fated to get a particular woman. That’s whom he’ll get. Now you think about it. If this marriage had happened, what would have been your state? Would she have been a help to you? Do you think she would have stayed in this place, especially in your home? Whatever you might say, whether you consider our faith, economic status, domestic circumstances, place, or culture, only alliances that are suitable for us will sustain. If you can get Robin to meet me, I shall try to talk to him. Money, prestige, nothing matters; compatibility is the foundation of family life. We shall find such a girl for him.’

As he was ending his words, Jeremias’s mind was filled with another thought. Robin and his son Arun were of the same age. Now he too was of marriageable age; Jeremias had not been thinking of it only because Arun was away. Kathrina was concerned; she used to voice it occasionally.

‘Son, you should take care. You care for the people here; but no one will be there for you. Ours is a truncated family. A cursed family, as your father used to say. It’s been said that it will affect seven generations. We can only pray that nothing of that sort happens. However, you need to take care of Arun. He is living alone, far away from all of us, in an alien land. He has not seen a settled, happy family life. All my prayers to God are for him to have a happy family life.’

Only when his mother used to say such things would Jeremias think of his son. Was there really the curse that his father used to talk about? If indeed it were there, would prayers alone nullify it? Living as a family unit has to be learnt from doing so. Arun never had the opportunity. He should not have been sent away for his studies. Nevertheless, Jeremias could not have insisted that Arun should spend his life in this accursed Perumpadi like his previous generations. Jeremias was aware that he himself did not have an ideal family life to exemplify for Arun’s benefit. There was no point in agonizing over it. If it was in his fate to be married, he would find a bride too, as any other young man.

While returning after discussing the case of Charapadam Monichan’s daughter, Jeremias told Velu what had occurred to him, ‘Velu, kalyanam, that is wedding, means good or happy times. But, is it really that way? What have we seen in the majority of the houses in Perumpadi—complaints, disunity, tears, laments and suffering, right? If we search for the root cause, in most cases, we end up at incompatible marriages. Did Monichanchettan really have to get his mentally disturbed daughter married?’

Mental illness ran in the Charapadam family. It made finding her a suitable alliance difficult. Monichan tried his best to get her into a convent. However, the nuns in charge rejected her candidacy when they came to know of her mental illness. At that time, a proposal came from a family in Edathotty who had recently migrated to Malabar. No one knew of their provenance. Not that the Charapadam family were keen to find out about their roots.

The wedding did go through. On the first night, the girl bit off the groom’s ear. The issue eventually reached Jeremias. During the compromise talks, Jeremias said, ‘Return the gold and the almirah that you had received as dowry and drop her back home. And file a divorce petition.’

This statement put the boy’s parish priest’s back up. ‘How can that be? Whom God has joined, let no man put asunder. You should let the girl live with you. We can send her for some divine retreat. We have now retreat centres that cure things worse than this.’

After she returned from the retreat, the next organ that she chose to chew up was dearer and more useful to the husband than his ear. When the boy’s party reached Monichan’s house, Monichan told Jeremias, ‘I shall handle this now, president. You had given him a way out, hadn’t you?’

Jeremias remained silent. Taking his silence for acquiescence, Monichan filed a case against the boy, his sister and his father, alleging sexual assault. The complaint stated that the boy had affairs with other women and had attempted to murder Monichan’s daughter so that he could marry another woman. The police arrested the whole family and bundled them into the lock-up.

On that occasion, the vicar said, ‘That is not God’s law; it’s the land’s law. Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s.’

As soon as the boy’s family was released from the jail, at the first opportunity, they sold their property in Edathotty and left for some unknown destination.

‘We call that most disastrous event of that boy’s life also kalyanam. God’s laws and man’s laws are together screwing our lives.’ Jeremias concluded the topic he had opened with Velu.

Months later, an example substantiating Jeremias’s view that marriages happen unplanned did show up in Perumpadi. Following Prasannan’s leg fracture, Suni had assumed part control of the teashop. That pleased Ranjit too. Prasannan had said he would maintain the cashbox. However, insisting that his brother-in-law should take complete rest, Suni arranged all amenities for him in the bedroom behind the teashop. Every evening he showed him the account books too.

‘He’s smart. He’ll manage everything well.’ Radhamani gave her testimonial on behalf of her brother. Suni started the practice of closing the shop on Sunday afternoons. Every Sunday, as soon as they closed the shop, Ranjit and Suni headed for the movie theatre. They would return late in the night. One Sunday, they left for the movies and were not back even the next morning. Radhamani had to open the shop and serve tea. Prasannan let out a string of invectives and, aided by a stick, limped his way to the table that served as the cash counter. In the afternoon, Suni and Ranjit arrived in a taxi. A girl was with them.

‘Aiyyo, isn’t this Appam Mary’s daughter?’ The words of a customer seated inside the shop could be heard outside.

‘Yes, it is, sonny, do you have any doubts?’ the girl turned on him.

‘A slight one. That’s now removed.’ He retreated.

‘What’s all this shouting in front of the shop?’ Leaning on the stick, as soon as Prasannan stood up with these words, the girl bowed down towards his broken leg saying, ‘Acha, bless me.’

‘You misbegotten sonofabitch, what is all this?’ Prasannan directed his query at his son.

‘Father, I was suckered.’

Those few words from an overwrought Ranjit were the précis of the story that spread through Perumpadi thereafter. After the advent of Suni at the shop, uncle and son used to sleep on the same mat, and uncle used to narrate titillating stories to his nephew to put him to sleep.

Stories such as squeezing lemon juice over a woman’s private parts to check if she had sexually transmitted disease when she was his and his friends’ co-passenger on a truck on their hitchhiking trip to Bangalore; gifting a piece of jaggery to suck on and a children’s magazine to read to seduce young girls in the slums; during visits to a relative’s house in the Wayanad hills, since the neighbourhood’s only wet-grinding stone was in that home, how he took the friendly neighbourhood women who were using the grinding stone from behind, and with his rhythmic thrusts helped them grind everything to a fine paste. Inspired by those stories, Ranjit requested for an opportunity to be the character in such a story so that he could gloat among his friends. Suni said that if there was money such stories wrote themselves.

All Ranjit had to do was dip his sticky fingers in the shop’s cash-box. The rest—finding the girl, vehicle, place, everything—fell on Suni. Every Sunday their purported visits to the cinema were to create stories for Ranjit to narrate in his old age.

Suni was late in realizing that Appam Mary’s daughter, Preetha, had started earning independently. In Suni’s opinion, it was all for the good, for in the initial days her rates would be sky-high. That Sunday with her in the car, they had used the Periya Pass to enter Wayanad. At the twenty-eighth milestone, they were stopped for a police check.

‘They’re my nephew and niece. We are going to Thirunelli temple to worship.’

Preetha, seated in the rear of the car with Ranjit, did some quick thinking. She had started to hate her present life. She thought of her mother, who with no one to help her, was forced to push her too into the profession. Why should she not have a family life? To have that one needs to marry a loaded guy. In her present circumstances, that was a distant dream. This was a do-or-die situation, where the right decision could make her life.

‘Sir, that’s not true. Ranjitettan took me from my home promising to marry me. I came because he assured me this uncle seated in front too was aware of it. We are Christians, sir. I won’t be allowed into my home now.’

‘Aiyyo, I never promised to marry her, sir,’ Ranjit blurted out.

‘Then what did you promise to do, man?’ the policeman pulled open the door and demanded.

The police accompanied them to Thirunelli. The brilliant idea that there was no need to inform his folks and that later they could get rid of her by offering her some money was that of Suni. With his uncle as witness, Ranjit signed an undertaking in the police station that he would marry Preetha and take care of her. The police, on their part, gave their word to Preetha that if it did not happen, they would file charges against Ranjit for sexual harassment.

After mouthing a volley of the choicest abuses at his daughter-in-law prostrated now at his feet, Prasannan hobbled into his house. When he pondered over it at leisure, he realized no one among them was to be blamed for all that had happened. It was the black magic at its malevolent best. Who is a more powerful shaman than the one in Manathana? Or perhaps, what was happening in his family was beyond the powers of any shaman.

The next morning, Prasannan woke up at 3 a.m., as was his wont. Everyone else was asleep. Leaning on the stick, he walked around the shop that his father had started and he himself had nurtured without rest for four decades.

From an open sack, rice grains were on the verge of falling down. He rolled up the hem of the sack and turned it into a ridge to hedge in the grains. He picked up a potato that had rolled off another sack and put it back. He selected chillies that had started to rot and threw them into the bin meant for cattle feed. He closed firmly the sliding door of the almirah in which savouries were kept. He looked towards the room in which his son and his bride were sleeping. He then went out and started to walk as fast as his broken leg could carry him to a destination he himself did not know.
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Institutions of Perumpadi

‘President, get Arun home and find him some job here. What kind of life can he have in places like Bangalore?’ Velu told Jeremias one day, with something weighing on his mind. Jeremias too would have liked to do that. For many reasons, however, he had decided against it.

Perumpadi had only two dignified vocations. One, with a BEd degree or TTC qualification, become a teacher in the Church’s corporate school. The other, do a Junior Diploma Course or Higher Diploma Course in Cooperation and Management or obtain a BCom degree and take employment in the local cooperative bank. To achieve either of them needed genuflection and supplication in front of many. He would have to listen to and acquiesce in whatever those people said and demanded. Reformation House had its reputation only because Jeremias was not willing to bow down before anyone.

Velu continued, ‘Don’t fret over those things. My heart tells me that when your time comes, there will be no one to help you. Everyone needs you only till their work is done. After that, what’s Reformation House or president to them? If you get your son to stay here with you, at least he will be there during your last days. If he stays on in Bangalore, how will he have any concern for you?’

Jeremias looked at Velu and smiled.

‘I am always concerned about my life and my family. But if the public here ever sensed that, that would be the end of Reformation House. If not me, then there will be someone else. Every place needs someone to listen to the grievances of its people. Till another man comes along for that, I must suffer some inconveniences. If I insist that Arun should remain here with us . . . we should not forget that we are not a family with a sterling reputation or a tradition to be proud of. Let him have his freedom. Why should he carry the burden of this family? Let him live his life.’

‘President, I doubt if someone like you will be there after your time. By then life and circumstances will change. All the youngsters will be educated and leave this place. They will think for themselves and arrive at the right decisions.’

Velu said that considering the youth of Perumpadi had started to read and think for themselves. Whatever may have been its shortcomings, the library had given them the start.

Although the youth club started during the time Father Neerukuzhi had vacated its building to start the school, he had not cancelled its registration. Later, at the behest of the priest, next to the road, a small building was erected at a corner of the Church’s property to house the club.

Though in the beginning it was used for playing cards and vending moonshine, once the people started to become literate, it turned into the venue for reading newspapers in the mornings. Paul sir also went and collected some books from ex-students who had moved out of Perumpadi to start a library. It took another two years for it to get the Kerala Library Association’s affiliation.

Love letters started to be written in Perumpadi after the inception of the library. On Sundays, after the church service, in the poorly lit library when they were waiting to collect books, the young men and women exchanged billets-doux written the previous night with great strain, without light even from a kerosene lamp.

‘Aiyya, it happened because there was no light; not because I didn’t know the spelling,’ Jessy, who gained notoriety because of one love letter, justified the incident thus to her friend.

‘Oh, it’s true she is not a great looker. But there’s something attractive about her,’ was how her lover Phillip had described her. Theirs was a relationship that people thought would go on forever. After struggling to read the first letter written by Jessy, Phillip could not contain himself and felt compelled to shout about it to the world. He showed the love letter to some of his friends. Though its passion-filled contents had many passages to recall and laugh about, its peroration made it famous.

‘A thousand nut grass to my choda.’

The lack of a suffix that would have made the word mean kisses in the vernacular had truncated it to mean nut grass. Chetta had become something else.

When she started to hear the nickname ‘thousand nut grass’ used for her, Jessy confronted Phillip. He only smiled.

‘Chettayi, you are a handsome guy. But inside, you are soft like chicken shit. I shouldn’t have to spend my life with such an indiscreet buffoon. You will go and tell the public whatever I say and do? Chettayi, you better find someone else for that.’

A few months later, on her first night, her husband Lalu too asked her, ‘Will you give me a thousand nut grass?’

While the spot where the library was situated was shunned by everyone, with the widening of the road and the foot trail to Kallissery turning into a proper road, it became a tri-junction and a focal point of Perumpadi. When the panchayat sanctioned a TV set for the library, in the evenings at least fifty people started to congregate there.

When Perumpadi Church junction started to show signs of becoming ‘downtown’ Perumpadi, the Church started to feel it should have its own buildings around that area. Pitiyathani Varghese sir was the Church’s bursar at that time.

The history of the regional party in Perumpadi is linked to Pitiyathani Varghese sir alias PMV sir. India won its independence when PMV’s family was still living in Thiruvithamkoor. None of the Pitiyathani family members were bothered about the struggles before or after that. When their livelihood came from working the land, such considerations did not matter. When they ran out of land to till, they migrated to Malabar.

Vimochana Samaram or Liberation Struggle—as the concerted machinations by the Church and the Congress party were christened to legitimize and even glorify it—to throw out the first democratically elected Communist government in the world happened after the Pitiyathani family’s migration to Malabar.

Egged on by the vicar of Perumpadi church, the parishioners held a demonstration. As Varghese was short-statured, the vicar put him in front of the procession. As a fifteen-year-old, it was the first time PMV was participating in a programme unaccompanied by his family members.

From the head of the procession, Varghese belted out the most famous slogan Kerala had heard till then:


In a land down south,

On a shore where waves scouth,

Her husband away and not sleuth,

You are the government that shot,

A very pregnant Flory doing tort,

We shall have our revenge.



Hearing his own voice echoed by many from behind him was a new experience for Varghese. He thought listening to such echoes while leading a bunch of people was a cheerful, uplifting experience. A sentiment that he was born to be in the vanguard of all processions and mobs became an incurable disease on that day. As time passed, there was no mitigation of the disease.

Furthermore, reliving the memories of being at the head of the Vimochana Samaram’s march, on many occasions and many places, he described himself as the leader of the Perumpadi edition of that liberation struggle. PMV ended up as a school teacher and leader, thanks to his penchant for planting himself at the top of every protest march, proposing himself for every kind of office, and saying what the priests wanted to hear, by reading their minds and echoing their opinions.

However, after some years, PMV realized that unlike in Thiruvithamkoor, he could not rise in the local party ranks by being involved only in the church’s activities. To survive in Malabar, participation in a piddly liberation struggle did not suffice; he had to have the backing of the Indian Independence struggle itself.

‘Why did we need an independence struggle? Our bad days started only with coming of that pattar.* Till then, we were looked after well by the Maharaja himself. So why should we have fought for independence? Such things are for the landless and homeless people,’ was the reply received by PMV when he asked his father why he had not participated in the Indian Independence struggle.

In PMV’s view, his father could not have acted more foolishly. If there was no independence struggle in Thiruvithamkoor, he should have come to Malabar and done it there. If that had been done, imagine his status in the party! He was despondent that in the current circumstances, the local people would count him as only one among the numerous Christians, who for want for employment and prospects there, had migrated from Thiruvithamkoor.

However, since the public worker persona in PMV would not let him wallow in such misery, he went in search of a freedom fighter. His pipe dream was that if he could have someone with the background of the Indian Independence Movement, he would be able to attract people from other religions also into the party. Before long, he found such a person. One Independence Day, he brought the freedom fighter Chathunniettan to Perumpadi and honoured him under the aegis of the church and the school.

Although he was now a rich man, M.P. Chathunni Nambiar, the erstwhile Bull Chathu, was, once upon a time, his zamindar’s cowherd. The Revolutionary Party members went about claiming that he earned the nickname by doing himself what bulls usually did to cows. Say what they may, Chathunni Nambiar was a respected personality in Irupuzha.

Once upon a time, that is, as per police records, in 1940, Nambiar had gone to Mattannur to sell bulls. The deal could not be closed because he was not getting the expected commission. At the time of his return, he saw the police swing their lathis and chase away people from the public road.

‘What’s the issue?’ Nambiar asked a policeman in all ignorance.

‘I’ll tell you the issue. Get into van!’ said the policeman and took him to the police station and from there to jail. He returned home only after a fortnight. From then on till he became rich, he never tarried at any place where the police were present or a demonstration was being held. He counselled all his acquaintances that it was advisable to avoid such trouble spots. At many places he also declaimed publicly that the khaddar-wearing bastards were aching to get other blameless people beaten up.

After the passage of many years, since it was fashionable for every locality to have a freedom fighter to claim as its own, someone went to the police station and checked the records of people jailed during the pre-Independence years. Chathunni Nambiar’s name figured in that list. Meanwhile, he also had grown from a common, garden-variety Nambiar to a Nambiar who amounted to something.

As he was the zamindar’s cattleman, taking permission to plant this, that and the other, he had cornered some good acreage of land in Irupuzha. As luck would have it, that area developed into the town. With that, Irupuzha had its own rich, successful freedom fighter. Since some people had replaced his caste name with ettan* he became acceptable to people of all persuasions and denominations.

The first receipt for every donation drive in Irupuzha was made out in Chathunniettan’s name. Since his donation would be the largest, whatever be the occasion—whether it was the inauguration of a small kiosk, or the church festival, or an anti-liquor campaign—Chathunniettan had the pride of place.

In the public’s opinion, other than an eagerness to get onto the dais and ramble on about nothing in particular, he had no oratory skills. However, that did not mean the main guest could be denied an opportunity to speak. This meant that at all venues, he adopted the practice of speaking for an hour at least on whatever came to his mind at that time, apropos nothing. The organizers dared not stop him since he was one of the main donors.

By the time he was eighty years old, when he spoke, his words slurred and became nonsensical. During the inauguration of a sit-in protest to demand Rs 50 as the floor price for cashew nuts, he spoke for an hour about the inelegance of a lady member wearing the saree with her midriff exposed. He also used the opportunity to flirt with the lady every now and then as he kept up the chidings.

He arrived for the Independence Day celebrations dressed in a sparkling white khadi kurta and mundu. After the flag hoisting and welcome speech, Chathunniettan rose to deliver his speech. After a quick survey and evaluation of the audience waiting to listen to his inspirational experiences as a freedom fighter, he eased his way into his speech.

The topic he chose that day was a cow that could be seen grazing at the farthest point of the maidan. Starting off with the cow being the sacred animal of India, he glibly moved on to the subject of milking the cow. He averred that people who claimed that Indian breeds gave less milk were clueless sonsofbitches and using apposite gestures he contended that if the teats were squeezed and pulled, any emaciated stray cow would give milk.

He segued smoothly into the cow’s habit of kicking and stomping. Citing examples, he extended his speech as he established that the milker and not the cow was responsible for such violence. As his peroration, he narrated an incident of his youth.

Once a lady came to him with the sob story of her cow not yielding even half a bottle of milk. Since that was her only source of income, her story melted his heart. When he narrated how he went to her place, rubbed down and stroked the cow, and fondled its teats and persuaded it to yield a large pot of milk, he seemed to be overcome by emotion, as if it had set alight other fond memories.

At that point, PMV decided that he had to rein in this dangerous orator. During the next Onam celebration programme at Perumpadi, he executed successfully his plan. The biggest donor for this programme too was Chathunniettan; he was to inaugurate it.

That day, PMV subjected him to a novel honour, which he had not been a recipient of till then.

Before inviting him to deliver the inaugural speech, PMV prostrated himself at his feet. Thereafter, taking the permission to say a few words about the honourable Chathunniettan, as soon as he started off on Chathunniettan heading off to make salt and him being the soul of the Quit India movement, the freedom fighter was on the verge of an emotional breakdown, considering everything bruited about himself when he was innocent of all such actions.

PMV mercilessly waded into the adjective-filled, lengthy encomiums and when he finally said that he was inviting the Gandhi of the Valley to have his say, Chathunniettan dissolved in a hail of tears and cried openly. As he stood before the microphone, he was unable to speak, so overwrought had he become. Following that incident, on every occasion, all the sensible people used to disarm him by calling him Gandhiettan of the Valley, make him cry and stop him from holding forth with his inanities.

When he reined in Chathunniettan with the appellation Gandhi of the Valley, PMV had no intention of reforming him. The driving factor was his own obstinacy that whatever was the stage or occasion, his own speech should be the longest.

Let alone the valley, in the whole of Kerala, PMV would have been inveterate in turning off people with his verbosity. Initially, his family took pride in his manners. After some time, they realized what a crashing bore PMV had become to the public.

Jeremias realized that a person becoming a leader would end up causing problems in the family only when Siju, the eldest son of PMV, approached him to request him to go over to their home.

PMV, though the chief leader of the place, was not in the least abashed about the son of his erstwhile colleague turning up for mediation in his own family matters. ‘President, thanks to our papa, we daren’t show our faces to the public.’

When Sijo made the statement, PMV gave Jeremias a baffled look.

‘Mr Jeremias Paul, I don’t indulge in corrupt practices. I don’t make deceitful promises and espoilt, sorry, I mean exploit, people. I have no bad habits. What then is my son, Shri Sijo Varghese, alleging as ill-mannered perpetrations from my side that has brought obloquy to this family? If you could be so magnanimous as to enlighten me on this, it shall be preponderantly helpful in my life hereafter.’

‘President, now you heard him, right? Is this the way one speaks in the family? The children get scared when they hear him speak. Won’t they feel as if some alien is speaking to them? Forget what we go through. What we have to suffer, we have to. Once he is out, irrespective of whether it’s a church procession, a funeral cortège, or a temple pageant, and ignoring who’s organized it or what is the programme, he will go to the head of the procession and start to lead it. If he’s invited for a wedding, he doesn’t go and stand with the faithful; he stands at the altar, by the side of the vicar. He has to speechify on every occasion in this place—that too in this kind of language. Does he stop ever? No, he goes on for hours together. Can we get papa treated some place and cure him of this? I am ready for that too. It can’t be any more shameful than what we go through now.’

Although by citing the opposition many world leaders had faced from their own families, PMV interpreted the problem as his own advancement. Later he confessed to Jeremias, ‘Mr Jeremias Paul, though on many occasions I have this intense desire to curb myself, when I see the dais, I am compelled to speak. When I see a procession, in spite of myself, I go to its front and start leading it. It’s possible that this is some kind of disorder. However, I would request you to not let my progeny Shri Sijo Joseph to endeavour to cure me of this disorder.’

Jeremias took Sijo to the side and told him, ‘Everyone here knows that my father, Paul sir, used to smoke pot. Though I had tried to dissuade him many times, nothing came of it. Somethings are like that—even if we don’t want them, they’ll be with us till our death. In case of Varghese sir, it’s not pot or liquor. It’s public service. Even if it’s difficult to bear, what should be done is to leave him to his devices.’

When his family finally left him to his devices and allowed him to go on with his brand of public service, the parishioners made him the bursar or custodian of the church’s properties. Since he considered declining any position offered as a mortal sin, he accepted the offer without any hesitation.

Disgusted with what they had to go through, many bursars in the past had claimed that the parishioners selected them only as a candidate on whom to take out their ire, since they could not take it out on the priests. This meant that since PMV was already a victim of their verbal abuses, his becoming the bursar doubled their happiness.

If the actual income of Perumpadi church was recorded honestly, they would have had to pay a large amount as tax. However, that never used to happen. The chartered accountants appointed by the diocese would instruct them in all possible ways of avoiding tax. One of them was indulging in continuous construction activity of one type or the other.

The Church hierarchy would tell the bursars that every construction planned was a matter of pride for them. Taken in completely by such mendacity, vain bursars like Varghese would embark on construction projects ruthlessly.

When PMV was the bursar, the cleric decided to build a shopping complex. PMV started to behave as if it was to be his own memorial.

Both who donated money and who had no desire to do so, reserved all their invectives for PMV. Since he had reached a stage where verbal abuses only strengthened his resolve, in the church committee meeting, PMV put forth the proposal with remarkable vigour. The vicar supported him as if he was hearing the idea for the first time and opined that such a big building would bring in revenue for the church and help develop their area.

The question by one of the members—‘But can it be constructed without knocking down the library?’—sparked off a big controversy. For the public starved of scandalous news—after the wedding of Ranjit and the disappearance of Prasannan—to feast on, this was a topic to debate on, though not as salacious as the previous one.

Once every household had bought TVs, people had stopped frequenting the library. The management committee was only for namesake. Kodamkachi Appachan’s daughter, Neeru Joseph, was managing the show. As a student, the books of that library were more beneficial for her than her teachers. When some claimed she was showing her gratitude, others pointed out that she was getting a decent allowance from the library council. As the debates became more vociferous, Jeremias intervened and arranged compromise talks.

‘The Perumpadi library and youth club was established as per the fond wishes of the respected elder, Reverend Father Neerukuzhi, when he was the spiritual paterfamilias of this parish.’ With this preamble from PMV, the confab began. When Pitiyathani sir started his speeches, normally everyone would leave to take a leak or smoke a beedi. But since this was a parley, they sat squirming in their seats. The vicar asked PMV to be brief.

‘I shall be brief. If one considers it objectively, the Perumpadi library and youth club is an institution under the Perumpadi St Augustine Church. However, since the parishioners have started to subscribe to all the newspapers they want, and television and similar modern communication technology and equipment are available in households, the library and the youth club have become dispensable for the parishioners. This matter was taken up on 17 March 2005 in the annual general meeting number . . . of the revered St Augustine Church of Perumpadi . . . what is the number . . .?’ He turned to the secretary seated beside him.

‘All that is not needed. Cut it short, sir, we’re wasting time,’ the vicar reminded him.

‘It’s not needed, eh? The said number shall be stated by the respected Right Reverend Father Vicar afterwards. Anyway, the general meeting has decided as per that number. Since the Right Reverend Father Vicar has so magnanimously decided that this local institution should continue to exist, it has been decided that a space will be provided for it in the new building that the sanctified St Augustine Church is constructing. This meeting has been convened not to discuss this matter, but to inform this decision to the office bearers of the Perumpadi library and youth club. We can call this meeting to a close if the office bearers would let their decision be known.’

When the vicar saw how Pitiyathani Varghese sir was using the very powers the Church had made believe that bursars possessed for the benefit of the Church, he realized what kinds of devious minds made up the conclave of Church hierarchy that had thought up such bye-laws.

When it was her turn, Neeru Joseph got to her feet.

‘All those who matter in our place are present here. The decision taken by this group will definitely get executed. Therefore, I appeal that the decision should be one that can be implemented. This is an institution that is fifty years old. Our forebears built this up. It is not in a happy place now. There are many reasons for that, but that we shall not go into now. I have doubts if we have even that limited vision that our uneducated and poorly informed forefathers had. We have a responsibility to remedy the shortcomings of the library and resurrect it. The truth is, unlike what Varghese sir stated here, we cannot raze it or bundle it up. The decisions taken in the general meeting of the church are not applicable to the library. Even if there are only a handful of members, it is their own meeting that shall decide the fate of the library.’

By the time Neeru had said this, PMV and two committee members were on their feet, protesting. One of them muttered that not for nothing was her engagement broken. However, Jeremias intervened and let her have her say.

‘Although the Church founded the library, it’s now a public institution, one run with government grants. One of the previous office bearers who wished the library should remain forever, got it a building number from the panchayat in the name of the secretary and had the possessory title deed made for the ten cents of land it stood on. The tax has been paid for the ten cents all these years. We do not wish this to become a legal case. If that happens, instead of the four cents, you shall have to hand over all the ten cents to the library. It is not only the Church, many of the landowners in Perumpadi hold more land than they have documents for. I hope everyone is aware of this?’

Since he was aware what she had said was the truth, PMV could not bear to hear further.

‘Is this girl, an office bearer of the Perumpadi library and youth club, trying to challenge the Catholic Church? Her words are an insult to the exalted general meeting of the venerated St Augustine Church of Perumpadi.

‘Since this is tantamount to a representative of an institution of the venerated St Augustine Church not heeding the decision of the exalted general meeting of the venerated St Augustine Church, the parishioners may do as they please. Respected Right Reverend Father Vicar, shall I call the meeting to a close?’

As everyone stood up to leave, Jeremias looked at the vicar. After a pause, Jeremias stood up.

‘It is easy to disperse by ending the meeting. We have not met here to pass judgement against anyone. We have to decide if this matter should end up in the courts or disputes. Whatever is hindering this should be removed without alienating the people. Shouldn’t it be so, Father?’

‘Absolutely so.’

‘There will be two parties in every dispute. It will have a party which is weak, a party which is strong, a party which has authority on its side, a party which has no such backing, and so on. In case of disputes, that is a norm. But when both sides have agreed on a compromise, there are no more unequals. There are only parties. When one agrees to a reconciliation, it means they acknowledge the other party is on par. In this case too, the discussions should happen on that basis.’

‘The parley was agreed upon because the library has been recognized as one of our institutions. The discussions should continue till we arrive at a mutually acceptable decision,’ having grasped the lie of the land, the vicar said.

To reinforce the sentiment, Jeremias said, ‘Here everyone, whether it is PMV sir or the librarian, are stating things that matter to them. These are two opinions of this same land. We need to have a building, and the library should remain where it is. The talks are going to start only now. Good things don’t happen like a lightning strike. I have always believed they happen like a flower blooming. Don’t you agree, sir?’

‘Everything Mr Jeremias Paul has stated is true.’

Before PMV sir could expand on it, Jeremias intervened and said, ‘Let us get everyone’s opinions. It’s not that we need to find a decision today. We can have another sitting.’

However, since Jeremias had diplomatically told both parties the home truths, the decisions were taken on the same day. The Church would take over the land of the library and build a shopping complex there. However, before that, they would construct a building with all the existing amenities for the library near the road leading to Kallissery and transfer it in the name of the secretary.

When they were leaving, Neeru requested for some time with Jeremias. With the gratification of having settled the library issue amicably, he went towards the gulmohar tree under which she was waiting. Neeru was wondering why at the height of summer, instead of providing shade, the tree was leafless. As soon as she saw Jeremias, she rearranged things in her mind.

‘Even after we are gone, this library will be there. I am obliged, president.’

‘Neeru, you have studied things carefully. If everything is done after doing so, good things will happen in this place. There is no need to thank anyone for this.’

‘During my college days, I used to tell my friends about you. They were amazed because there was no one in their villages like you. Someone who gets involved in everything and who resolves issues to everyone’s satisfaction. Everyone agrees that you, president, are a blessing that has been bestowed only upon Perumpadians.’

‘You present things beautifully with an appropriate preface possibly because you read all these books. I use things like this, which I learn from different people in these parleys. Now, tell me the rest of it.’

‘President, it’s not that. One of the liberties in talking to people like you is that even if something wrong is said, it is forgiven. The decisions taken by you have influenced the lives of many people. Some may go wrong. Though, everyone says that you don’t go wrong in your decisions. But my life is important to me. That’s the only reason I am saying this. The decision you took about my life was wrong.’

Something other than tears welled up in her eyes, stopping Jeremias from looking into them.

‘You may feel now that my rejecting that alliance for you was wrong. After their marriage, I have seen many people living in misery because one partner’s mental illness could not be cured. We avoided that disaster before marriage. That’s our good fortune. After a while, when you marry and start a good life, you will realize that what I did was not wrong.’

‘That’s possible. But before you took that decision, if you had asked me once, I would have avoided my family going through the ignominy of the money paid by them as dowry being returned as a buffalo. Moreover, how do we decide who has a disturbed mind or not?’
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Mothers

Irippayil Regi and his wife Silvy had told everyone that they were from Perinjanam, near Thrissur, and that they had come to Perumpadi since they could find work there as rubber tappers. In reality, he was a house painter; the house in Perinjanam belonged to an uncle. Regi’s own house was in Kiralur near Anjur. His family was not wealthy and survived on daily wages.

Born to a father who believed that his children should take care of themselves, Regi married when he was twenty-two. Abandoning his wife and their six-year-old daughter in Kiralur, Regi and Silvy had eloped to Perumpadi.

Silvy belonged to Anjur. Since her own father had abandoned the family, their circumstances were precarious. This had forced her as a child to start working at construction sites, preparing kanji for the workers. After they worked together at many sites, Regi developed a sympathy for her. For the first time, she was meeting a man who showed her affection without the usual motive. As their intimacy could no longer be hidden and they had set tongues wagging, they thought it prudent to hightail it to Perumpadi.

When they landed there, their only wealth was the four or five sovereigns that Silvy had saved up from her labour, and the gold chain Regi had taken off his sleeping wife’s neck. Regi felt no qualms about this. The day he had decided to take Silvy with him, he had transferred the title of the only thing he owned—25 cents of land and the house on it—to his wife’s name.

They bought a half-acre plot of land in Perumpadi and built a shanty there. Since both had worked as tapper and construction workers, they were able to build a house and dig a well. A son was born to them. Jeremias found out Regi’s backstory only when he himself narrated it to him.

Regi had come to complain about his neighbour, Manoj, harassing Silvy. Before he left, Regi also said emphatically, ‘President, don’t bring anyone along. Veluettan is possibly harmless, but still, don’t bring him. There are some private things to be discussed.’

‘I shall come there in two days. I shall summon Manoj myself. No one else will come to know of it.’

Jeremias felt a police complaint should be made. Manoj had been propositioning Silvy almost every day. He had a wife and children and survived by running a chit-fund business and lending money at usurious rates. This harassment had not ended up with someone getting beaten up or stabbed only because Regi had been long-suffering.

Till then, complaints against Manoj had been more about financial misconduct—not paying the bid amount on maturity; claiming instalments were unpaid to extract additional money; reaching people’s homes at inopportune hours for the principal and interest and making a nuisance of himself—but none involving women.

Regi would leave for rubber tapping at 3 a.m. Manoj would arrive immediately thereafter and knock on the window of the room Silvy was sleeping in. Ignoring her naysaying, he would hang around till dawn, pleading with her to let him in.

Jeremias spoke to Manoj rather harshly. Whatever their past, he was trying to destroy a family living happily now. It was not just one family. Silvy had not told Manoj’s wife anything. Jeremias told him strictly that he should not harass her any more.

‘I come to see my child and his mother. I will do it again, no matter who tries to stop me. For me, my children are my life.’ While Manoj said this, looking into Jeremias’s eyes, Regi and Silvy were standing with their heads bowed.

‘What did you say? I don’t get it.’

‘President, the child lying on that cot is mine. Isn’t she his mother? If I want to meet her, what’s wrong in that?’

Before Jeremias could ask anything more, Silvy started to speak, ‘It is true, president. The child is his. However, chettan and I had told him that it will be just once and I won’t sleep with him ever after that. He had also agreed that this will not go beyond the three of us and he would not claim any rights over the child. He had also taken twenty-five thousand rupees from chettan.’

‘I had taken it as a loan. I’ll pay it back,’ Manoj clarified.

‘And yet you haven’t returned it for five years. We don’t need it; you keep it. But leave us alone. He is now asking if we want one more child. President, I am not that type of a woman. I made a mistake in my desire to be a mother. That is all.’

Unable to say anything further, she broke down.

Regi explained the circumstances in which Manoj was invited into their family life.

‘Three or four years after our arrival here, since she was not getting pregnant, we had a check-up in Kannur. The doctor said the problem was with me and treatment wouldn’t correct it. I told Manoj all this. Those days, we used to be like one family. She was insistent that we should have a child. He was the one who gave us the idea. I too thought about it for long. After all, she had trusted me and come away with me. Even if we wanted, we couldn’t have amassed riches or attained prestige. How could I then have denied her motherhood? When I agreed to this, that was the only consideration. However, we didn’t dream it would end this way.’

‘Regi, you have a child with your first wife. Then how can it be your problem?’

‘I left her because she got a child without my knowledge. This one is with my knowledge and permission.’

Meanwhile, Manoj moved away from where he was standing to gaze at the sleeping child. Jeremias watched the look of indulgence on an illicit father’s face. He should also listen to what Manoj had to say.

‘Manoj, I now understand everything. It’s only their desire to have a child that made them trust you. You may desire to see your child. But in the present circumstances, you shall have to forget it is your child. What do you say?’

‘What they have said is true. When I took part in this plan, I had agreed to what they stated. President, we spent one week together. After that, more than my wife, Silvy is the one who’s in my mind, I swear. Am I able to do any work? For the last five years, I have been thinking only about her and the child. Another person cannot understand the anguish I am going through. My own son is growing up here as someone else’s child. Am I not his father? In all these five years, she hasn’t consoled me even once. I do things because I’m not able to bear it. Our minds are not what we think they are, president.’

When Silvy, who had been sobbing all the time, heard these words, she ran to him, and with the words, ‘My Manojetta’, hugged him. When Regi saw that, he could not control his tears and pressed himself against Silvy to console her. Silvy hugged both of them and cried. Amidst that communal wailing, unable to decide what was to be said or done, Jeremias looked outside at the darkness in which every form had become dissolved.

Suddenly, the child woke up and started to cry. Silvy wiped her eyes, went to him and sat on the cot with him on her lap.

After a long reflection, Jeremias said, ‘What am I supposed to say? In usual family problems, there is an error on someone’s part. I usually advise people to correct those mistakes and move forward. Here, who has made the mistake, who is supposed to make amends—I am unable to say. But if this goes forward in this fashion, it will end in a tragedy. I can only think of one way. One of the families must leave Perumpadi, to some place far away, where you will not run into each other. Thereafter, there must be no calls or letters. It must be a clean break.’

No one spoke for a long time. Regi was the first one to speak. ‘President, we shall leave. It’s not a big deal. This is not the land where we were born and grew up in.’

‘If that is the decision, let it be that way. Till the land is sold, Manoj should control himself. His wife doesn’t know anything. That should remain so.’ When Jeremias finished saying this, Manoj broke out crying loudly. Regi’s attempts to console him made the crying worse.

It took two more months for Regi and Silvy to sell the land and leave Perumpadi. Once, when Jeremias saw Manoj’s wife coming towards his house, he imagined she had found out everything. However, she had come with another complaint.

‘You won’t find such a useless father anywhere. He can’t stand his two children. President, he won’t buy them a piece of cloth or take them to the hospital if they are ill. The only thing he’s concerned about is money. He will go to any lengths for it. It’s not something that’s started now. From the time they were born, he’s been this way. I have been patient all this while. I can’t do it any longer. You know why? Our eldest is now twelve years old. This man says he needn’t go to school any more. He has promised some workshop in Irupuzha that he will send my son to them. As long as I am alive, I won’t allow it. That beast only knows that children should be produced; not that they should be looked after.’

When he heard her words, Jeremias wondered how genuine human emotions such as parental affection were. Wife, husband, children, grandchildren, father, mother, siblings—what relationship do they all have with one another than membership of humanity? What relationship do humans have among themselves beyond having the kind of social life ants do?

Was what happened to Paru kurikkathi a consequence of her trying to annihilate such a colony of ants?

That was a species in which the drones died after mating. One evening, young ants that lived under the foundation stones of Paru kurikkathi’s home grew wings following the rain that arrived, amidst reverberating thunder, to quench the blazing heat of the summer cursed by all and sundry.

When their gossamer wings sprouted in the twinkling of an eye, a young male and female ant felt a wonderment that was far beyond what humans feel when downy hair suddenly appears in various parts of their bodies. Among the industrious ants, there was no romance other than the instinct to mate. Which was the reason, though many of them had seen one another, they had not engaged in conversation.

With the sprouting of the wings, mild romantic tremors were felt by our pair of ants—ants feel the first pulsations of love in their shoulder muscles. This caused their wings to flutter. Since their legs were drawn in, their bodies started to rise. They were amazed that they were now able to fly.

They raced each other to rise higher and higher in the thrill of that magical moment, leaving behind the soft misshapen stones of the foundation. Below them, the laterite ground covered in the dry grass, and, in between them, the occasional night-flowering jasmine and crape jasmine plants that withstood the heat, made up the jungles of their ant vision.

After they flew around for a while, the male ant felt that the atmosphere suddenly had an unknown heady, seductive smell. With his antennae held up, he went up and down searching for the source of the smell. Though the female ant flying beside him did not realize that the smell emanated from her, she felt a pleasurable sensation overcome her.

The male ant had discovered that the odour was coming from the clear-as-honey underbelly of the female ant and planted a painful kiss there with his pincers. Disconcerted by the first kiss she had received, the female ant tumbled down onto a crape jasmine flower that was peaking. The male ant’s four legs were already present there to hold her up.

They walked on the petals of the crape jasmine flowers that had opened again though it was night, and brushed their lips against each other. They became oblivious to what happened next, for they had been transformed into their primal forms.

As soon as the female, now shorn of her wings and lying drowsily on one of the petals of the crape jasmine, woke up, the first thing she looked for was the male ant. Below the leaves and flowers, on the bare ground, he lay, on the verge of death. Though he knew that his own role in the long lineage of ants was at an end, he raised his head with great difficulty to take a last look at the female ant.

Since she knew by instinct that it was to end this way, she averted her eyes. In the same instance, her role as a lover ended and all memories of him were wiped clean.

In the knowledge that for the rest of her life her role would be that of a mother, she scurried down the branches to foray for food for the babies—whose seeds had been scattered inside her—so that they could tide over the rainy season.

One night, after the song and dance of the summer rain had ended and a more disciplined rain had settled in, in the confines of the ant hill into which water could not enter, the female ant deposited its eggs on the fine dust of the hatching chamber. Thereafter, she spent her time gazing at the insides of diaphanous eggs. Eyes developed first; then around it, the rest of the head and body.

Even before their limbs grew, the ant mother heard her brood clamour in hunger. She regurgitated the semi-digested food from her full belly and carefully injected it into the mouths of her offspring, who had broken through the eggshell and stretched out their heads.

The ant mother used only a small portion of the hoarded food for herself. However, since her brood were gluttons, even before they emerged from the eggs, all the food was over. The thought that her offspring would die from starvation made the ant mother despondent. The fear that when they emerged as adults, they would accuse her of starving them increased her anguish. She decided that whatever maybe the risk, she should go out of the nest and find more food.

She chose an afternoon when it was not raining. She had kissed her crying babies and put them to sleep before leaving the nest. She was in a group of over one thousand ants made up of other mothers in similar state and other ants who were not mothers.

As they kept foraying, the ants came across pollen grains lying beneath switch grass stalks. Each one of them loaded up as many grains as they could carry. Taking a break from the chore of depositing compost at the roots of colocasia plants, kurikkathi was leaning against a pillar, preparing to have a paan. Carrying one pollen grain, one of the yet-to-be-a-mother she-ants was scurrying ahead of the others, when kurikkathi’s small toe hampered her hurried progress.

As her exhaustion, irrepressible enthusiasm and angst of not having laid eggs rendered her imprudent, her momentary anger caused her to fling down the pollen grain and deliver a painful bite on kurikkathi’s little toe.

Before she was crushed to death between kurikkathi’s fingers, the she-ant had pointed out the other ants in her troop. When kurikkathi saw the ants which had built their colony beneath her house, her anger was boundless.

‘You bastard vermin. You chose to build your colony in my house? I shall not spare a single one of you. I’ll set you all on fire.’

Since mortal warnings needed no language, the ants understood what Paru kurikkathi had vowed. Realizing that she had gone off to fetch kerosene, the matriarch ant said, ‘Once she is back with the kerosene, she will pour it into our ant hill and set it alight. All our children will die. Let’s go and hide someplace else.’

A tall broom made of areca fronds was placed on the side. The ants decided to hide themselves there. However, the last fourteen—trying to act as dutiful leaders and waiting for others to scramble up the broom—were still there when kurikkathi arrived with the kerosene.

The sight of the fourteen ants told kurikkathi that the rest of them were hiding in the broom. In her blazing anger, unmindful of her own broom getting incinerated, she spilled the kerosene on the broom and set it on fire.

Ignoring the blaze she had started, she bent down to count how many ants had been burnt to their death. The matriarch, in the meanwhile, had escaped the inferno and was scurrying towards the veranda of the house. Noticing the great escape, kurikkathi flung the burning broom towards the matriarch. By this time, kurikkathi’s mundu had caught fire and the fire swiftly consumed three-fourths of it.

When Jeremias visited her at the isolation ward in the hospital, kurikkathi had no difficulty in talking to him. She spoke in a painful voice, ‘She has put me in this state.’

‘Who?’

‘My son’s wife. Who else?’

‘What did she do?’

‘She? Hadn’t she placed a new mundu for kurikkal beneath the champaka tree? She had kept a pair of underwear with that. My legs are like this because it melted and got stuck to my skin. She did this to kill me.’

Two weeks later, kurikkathi was dead. She was also buried under the champaka tree.

‘I will suffer the same fate as the kurikkathi,’ Kathrina told him when Jeremias returned after the funeral. Though he did not respond to her prophecy, it did make him think about her. She was purblind and hard of hearing. Yet she went about doing whatever she could without complaints. She used to dress her own wounds if something happened to her.

‘Nothing will happen if you don’t play with fire.’

‘Son, then who else will? You are busy with the problems of the people here. But then, you can’t be blamed. After all, you are Paul sir’s son.’

Happy that she had managed to get his attention after many days, Kathrina decided to have a talk with him.

‘Son, I need my lenses changed. That girl Neeru, Appachan’s daughter, she is a good sort. She brings books for me to read during my free time. It’s a pity her wedding was cancelled.’

‘Ma, shall I get Arun to marry her?’ Jeremias voiced a plan he had been toying with in his mind for a long time.

‘It’s true that they are not wealthy. The girl is good. But then, these days, the decision has to come from the children. Try to find out what he has in mind.’

Like in the case of any other wedding, this was the only discussion that took place before Arun and Neeru’s wedding. When Arun was asked, true to his nature, he grunted and remained non-committal. To find out if he had set his heart upon any other girl, Jeremias studied him closely. He was relieved when he made out there was no such interest.

Kathrina had misgivings on why Jeremias, who otherwise used to ponder over family life, relationships, personalities and had a good understanding of them, had not thought about the initial disinterest shown by his own son.

Jeremias saw the reluctance only as the natural shyness of a young man. However, that was outweighed by his own eagerness for the wedding to happen. And a feeling that he should make amends for the injustice, even if unintentional, done to Neeru. This was the best way he could think of doing it.
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Inconsequentialities

‘Uthama, what I don’t understand is why people take things so seriously and get stressed? Tell all of them to be happy,’ said Theruva Mathu, as he tried to shuffle, for their game of jackpot rummy with one-rupee stake, the three packs of cards that had become mushy like overripe jackfruit from age and overuse. As the cashew season was over, their venue had moved to the clump of reeds by the riverside. The game continued with the hope that they could grill and eat fish, albeit without salt or pepper, if the lines dropped into the river caught any.

With the black magic delivered via Prasannan’s broken pot seemingly hitting the mark with devastating consequences, Theruva Mathu and Uthaman’s self-esteem had ballooned. They now had the means to get even, and unknown powers were helping them. Let those who want to curse and spit at them do so—they would all get their comeuppance in due course.

Mathu, who had been watching the developments keenly, was getting nervous. Their black magic having worked with remarkable swiftness, he was afraid that if Prasannan did something similar in retaliation, that might nobble them too. Mathu asked Uthaman about this. Nonchalantly, Uthaman gave his impeccable logic.

‘Mathu, these black magic deities are like us. None of them has an abode-shabode, do cooking-shooking, wear dress-vess, etc. They don’t dwell in a temple or church. They sleep where they fall, eat what they forage and wear what they find. They, who trivialize things like we do and take things as they come, know nothing’s going to come from targeting us. They don’t want to take on guys like us at par with them.’

In Perumpadi, with each succeeding generation, the number of people who took things lightly was reducing. Now the majority viewed things with gravity. For instance, Maniyelil Jose’s household.

Jose’s father, Avathakutty, was the finest farmer among the migrants. He had to leave Thiruvithamkoor after he had pushed his elder brother into the well and killed him in the midst of a property dispute. After reaching Perumpadi in the company of his wife and children, he started to work hard on the land, deciding that bygones should be bygones. In the morning before leaving for the fields, they would take a pot of boiled and mashed dried tapioca and one dried mackerel. At around 10 a.m., when they took a break to have breakfast, they would grill the fish after putting together a small fire.

After grilling it on one side, they would save the other side and the bones for dinner. Along with a few bird’s eye chillies, they would crush the grilled side on a stone. Dragging the pot close to the stone, sitting in a circle, they would eat. The rule was a pinch of the fish chutney for every handful of tapioca.

In the beginning, dried mackerel was the only fish available in Perumpadi. Even when dried shark became available, Avathakutty did not give up dried mackerel. Only when he had guests would he buy 100 gm dried shark. That, however, was served only to the guests; his family had to make do with dried mackerels.

Once, an irascible elder in his family had come down from Wayanad. He was served the only piece of grilled shark they had at home. Sitting on his haunches, he held the piece on his stretched out left hand, and kept licking or nibbling it, as he drank the kanji. His habit was to preserve the fish by licking and smooching it and only once the kanji was over would he consume the fish.

Making do with mashed dried tapioca and dried mackerel chutney, Jose, as he watched the karanavar nurse the shark piece, felt an irrepressible longing. As the karanavar bowed his head to drink the kanji, without any thought about the consequences, Jose grabbed the shark piece from his hand and dropped it into his mouth. When everyone started to shout in protest, lest one of them should poke their fingers into his mouth and pull out the fish, he quickly chewed and swallowed it.

Jose was beaten black and blue. It did not end there; with it began the tradition in Perumpadi of children not being allowed to dine with guests.

Even if Jose had stolen the fish from the elder, when it was his time to take care of the family, everyone was given his or her own plate. Meal times became more solemn with rules such as eat from own plate, do not grab from another’s plate and the like. However, the curry was still served in the same plate.

Before his reign ended, they got a dining table and side plates for dishes. When the family members started to insist that even if it was a simple chutney, it still had to be served in a separate plate, the dining table became a sombre place.

Not merely in the matter of food, whether it was the rituals in the church or at home, clothes, interactions between humans, their occupations, or punctuality, a kind of unhealthy starchiness pervaded Perumpadi. With teachers like Varghese sir implementing this in school, childhood became a dreadful tedium for the children. So, when they grew up, they also dealt with things vengefully and with unwarranted graveness.

Wearied of it, Theruva Mathu had tossed this subject for discussion along with the playing cards. There was also an incident that gave it an impetus.

The pilgrimage to Mahe had been started by the men of Perumpadi. They were not headed to Mahe, but to Thalassery, with their plantain leaves and banana crops. The trip merely got extended till Mahe.

Perumpadi’s soil was ideal for growing nenthran bananas and a variety of poovan bananas—adyakka, njaali, Mysore, chaara and the ordinary poovan—and the crops were plentiful. Every household used to wait for the bunches to mature, and as soon as they were harvested, they were put on top of the bus leaving for Thalassery. To identify the owner, their initials were carved on the stalk. Along with the bunches were rolls of neatly cut and trimmed plantain leaves.

They fetched better prices in the market adjacent to the Thalassery bus terminal than in the valley. When everything was weighed and toted up, the merchant would sometimes tell them they would be paid during their next trip.

However, they needed the money to go to Mahe, and to buy fish. The liquor, sold at ridiculously low prices in Mahe, was venerated in every Perumpadi household like the Holy Water. Anyone who drank brandy brought from Mahe was never looked upon as a drunkard in Perumpadi. He was extended a special kind of respect.

On their way back from Mahe, the leaf and banana sellers would alight at the Thalassery beach to buy fish. They preferred blacktip sea catfish and sailfish over the smaller fish. The fish sellers kept ready chunks of big fishes with blood oozing out of them for their clients from Perumpadi. The bus drivers also waited for them to complete their brandy and fish procurement before they started the journey to Perumpadi.

These men carried tales of the miraculous powers of the saint mother of Mahe to the women of Perumpadi. Faith did not drive them in making such revelations; it was more the thought that one more trip to Mahe could be performed on this excuse.

The women had only to be told of any divinity. They would wade through hell or high water to reach there. Once the feast of the shrine of St Teresa’s of Avila started in October, the men of Perumpadi would return only after figuring in at least one petty case each filed in the police station of Mahe and Thalassery. And the women, holding the bottle or brandy and chrysanthemum garlands bought by their men, would return after loitering around and wailing for their missing men.

This reverence for Mahe in their parents had turned even the children of Perumpadi into staunch believers. Savio, the son of Vettiyara Thankan, had offered that if he could squeak through the first terminal examination in the ninth standard, he would take alms from ten houses and deliver it to the saint. His family looked upon the examination as serious business, so he had not confided in them about his appeal for divine intervention.

Since the teachers had marked the papers without reading the answers, he passed in all the subjects. He decided that he would extinguish the debt to the saint during the upcoming feast days. Without anyone’s knowledge, he visited ten houses outside Perumpadi, carrying a tray on which a small picture of St Teresa was placed. He deposited the coins and rice grains received as alms into a box to carry it to Mahe.

After the evening prayers, he announced to his mother, ‘I am going to the Mahe church tomorrow. You must give me some money.’

‘Whom are you going with?’

‘Friends from school.’

His father heard about this only when Savio’s mother asked him for the bus fare for her son. He then thought of his own trip to Mahe for the previous year’s feast.

Upon reaching Mahe and after depositing the offering in the cash box of the church, all the men had run to the bar by the Mahe river, which itself seemed to have got drunk and collapsed into the sea. After blazing through a full bottle of brandy in double quick time, the three of them had ordered another pint. After downing that, when they went out, shayanapradakshinam* had already started at the church.

As they jostled for space among the crowd gathered to watch the devotees rolling on the ground, a woman with a massive derriere pushed her way through to plant herself in front of them. To this day, Thankan is not sure what had happened—whether he had grabbed her ass, whether his hand had got caught in the cleft, or someone else had grabbed her. The woman leapt up like a startled horse and with a cry fell upon one of the rolling female devotees.

Since the police arrived within five minutes, Thankan escaped with his life. However, declaring his punishment was a fine, they took the watch and gold ring off him. From that day, the word Mahe made him see red. When he was told of Savio’s trip to Mahe, he said, ‘No one is fucking going anywhere. He can join the feast around here, that’s more than enough.’

When he was alone in his room at night, Savio opened the box and looked at the coins and rice. St Teresa stared at him furiously from each of the coins.

He recalled being instructed in the catechism class, being taken by a nun who had a mole on her downcast face, that unfulfilled vows and offerings would be awaiting him in the hereafter as uthirippukadams.

When he tried to sleep, the smothering, torrid heat of hellfires and the presence of blood-sucking demons by his bedside made him sit up. He called on all versions and incarnations of gods and saints. However, he felt by his side, the presence of powers much stronger than all of whom he had called upon.

In the belief that God had sent devils to exact revenge for the unfulfilled vow, to escape from them, Savio took off his mundu, made a noose at one end, put it around his neck, tied the other end to the top bar of the window and jumped off the windowsill.

‘The buggers have created all these beliefs to frighten innocent children. They are all looting and living off the offerings given to all the temples and churches. Is anything bad happening to them?’ While handing over the jackpot amount of one rupee to Uthaman, Theruva Mathu once again brought up the subject of Savio.

‘If that be the case, would I be alive now? After I had lost everything in the card game at Virajpet, including my return bus fare, I ran into this Kodagi. He was sloshed to the gills. I had taken Rs 500 off him promising that I would make an offering to Vayathur Kaliyar. That was the day I found that a bar serves some excellent stuff. Our people have weaker minds than children.’

In Theruva Mathu’s view, of all the people who had got entangled with Mahe, the one with the weakest mind was Sojan, the son of Cherukana Kunjuvarkey. He ran a stationery and juice store at the church junction in Perumpadi. Despite being a shopkeeper, he was taciturn. There was an allegation that he remained taciturn to avoid getting close to anyone which may hold him back from charging cutthroat prices for his merchandise.

Puliyelil Robin, employed at the gold shop in Kannur, was the only friend Sojan had. They would go to the movies together and sometimes to some church feast or temple festival. Robin had confided in his other friends that though Sojan liked visiting places, it was a struggle to make him spend one rupee.

Sojan had told Robin in January that they should attend that year’s feast at the Mahe church. Only Robin was aware that he had jacked up the rates of the watermelon juice, masala buns, iced grapes and buttermilk soda to build up the corpus for the trip. Since Sojan used to push up the prices at will, none among the public realized that the latest ones were courtesy of the Mahe church feast.

Sojan suggested that they should take the trip two days before the main feast days. He sat in the bus solemnly, like someone on his way to fulfil a vow taken during the worst crisis in his life. When they reached Mahe, Robin suggested heading straight for the church. Sojan dissented and said they should head straight for the bar.

‘Chetta, what’s this thing—on-the-rocks?’ Sojan asked the waiter with as much gravitas as at a confessional.

‘That is when no water is added and only ice cubes. Is that what you’d like?’

‘Yeah, get me that.’

The waiter brought an ice pail and a half bottle of whisky.

‘From the time I saw Suresh Gopi drink this in The Commissioner, I’ve been wanting to do this. On-the-rocks,’ Sojan revealed his inspiration.

Sojan and Robin returned from Mahe without even venturing towards the church. It was a tradition among the menfolk of Perumpadi who visited the Mahe church to park themselves on the bench in the municipal park in front of the Thalassery court and gaze at the waves. When the sea breeze cooled them down sufficiently, they would go into the nearest bar and raise the warmth of their bodies again, and return to the seashore.

Since the Mahe administration was aware of the influx of Perumpadi folk during the feast days, four of five additional policemen were posted in the park.

‘Robin, I’m going to reveal a secret to you. But you shan’t tell anyone,’ Sojan said, seated in the park, adjacent to the granite boulders dropped in the sea to prevent erosion.

‘What’s that?’ Robin was agog.

‘I am not Cherukana Sojan.’

‘Then who are you?’

‘I am a CID inspector. I have donned the guise of a shopkeeper and kept my mouth shut all this while because it was part of one of the major investigations in my career. We are very close to arresting the accused. When the arrest takes place, it will shock Perumpadi. Correction, it will shock the whole of Kerala. Only on that day my true self will be revealed.’

Robin glanced at Sojan. He was filled with awe at the mysterious ways of sleuths. Everyone claimed that Cherukana Kunjuvarkeychettan’s father was the first one to arrive at Perumpadi. Kunjuvarkeychettan was born in Perumpadi. Sojan too was born and brought up in Perumpadi. No one could recall a single day that he had stayed out of Perumpadi. And yet, if a CID should come in his guise, how terrifying must be their strategies? He should consider himself lucky that this CID was his friend.

‘Why have you kept this from me this all this while?’

‘We have no freedom to reveal any secrets. Even now, you are privy to this only because you are my friend. I know so many artifices. During the training in Mussoorie, I used to swim for hours in the sea. If you challenge me, I can even swim through the sea and reach Perumpadi river.’

CID Sojan stepped over stones that made for a crude seawall and made an attempt to enter the sea. When the policeman standing watch saw him head towards the slippery rocks, he asked Sojan to return to the shore. Robin then informed the policeman in a whisper, ‘Sir, don’t call him back. He is a CID. He is investigating a case and going in pursuit.’

That confirmed the policemen’s suspicions. Two of them went down to the rocks and grabbed Sojan. They were warned by Sojan, ‘Da, you had better leave me alone. If you touch me, you’ll be out of jobs. Just remember that!’

The policemen frogmarched both of them to the station. There the sub-inspector shouted some abuses at Sojan. That led to Sojan grabbing the SI’s collar and edifying him on who he was. He went on to display the full range of his authority on his subordinate.

In the dead of the night, a call from Thalassery police station came to Reformation House. ‘President, it’s me, Puliyelil Robin. The police have detained me in Thalassery.’

‘What’s the problem?’

‘There is no problem. I had gone to the Mahe church along with a CID. When we reached Thalassery, that sir was grabbed by the police here. Both of us are in the police station now.’

‘Give the phone to a policeman. I shall talk to him.’

The policemen explained the situation to him. Though Jeremias and a few others reached the station the same night, since Sojan had slapped the SI, he was not let out on bail. Robin was released on station bail. When Sojan reached Perumpadi after four or five days of remand, Robin told him, ‘You could have shown your identity card. Why, did you forget to take it with you?’

He thought Robin was mocking him and ended the solitary friendship he had in Perumpadi. To cover his legal and miscellaneous expenses, he started to charge unconscionable prices for about fifteen items and to expand his business.

Sojan’s case was not reported in the press. However, though not of any import, the news of Rayson, son of Marukuzhi Tharu, trying to abscond along with his infant did appear in the press. The Marukuzhi family were rather well off. Their lands yielded good income from cashew trees, coconuts palms, rubber and black pepper produce.

The rumour that Rayson had not bought his wife a churidar-kurta suit—which had become popular those days—due to his tightfistedness was baseless. Her wish remained unfulfilled only because Rayson was of the opinion that that kind of dress did not suit demure and modest women. However, he failed in convincing her of his unimpeachable intentions and she ended up saying, ‘To this day, I have troubled no one with demands for this, that and the other. Every woman in this place owns a churidar set. But for me alone, that is immodest. I am only good enough to do menial work in the house and outside. You do one thing. Get me some gunnies. For the slaving that I do around this house, that is ideal.’

When he heard her words, he recalled that his father had taught him the appropriate reply when he was still a child. He said, ‘Don’t do anything. Buy a churidar, heave yourself onto a sapramanjcham* and loll about, maharani! Your father is going to come and shove everything into our mouths.’

‘My father gave enough when it was required. But now I don’t see anything here that I had brought with me.’

‘That, and more, have been spent on your hospitalization. When you spread your legs and flopped into the river, you should have kept that in mind.’

Once she had slipped and fallen into the river. Rayson was reminding her of the money spent on her treatment.

‘Who asked you to take me to the hospital? Why didn’t you let me die? My God, why didn’t you take me away then? Why did you let me survive only to suffer in the midst of these ungrateful wretches?’

As he listened to her imprecations, Rayson was pondering over ways to bring her a few notches down. Taking it as an opportunity, he said, ‘You needn’t die. But I shan’t let my child live in misery with you.’

Stating this, Rayson picked up the child and went out of the house.

By the time Tharu reached Reformation House on a dead run, some time had passed. Jeremias joined him in stating they should not waste any time and get a vehicle first. When a few layabouts saw that he had managed to engage a jeep, they too piled on. When the jeep, bearing fourteen passengers, reached Irupuzha, they got the information that Rayson had boarded a bus to Mananthavady.

Jeremias decided that they should pursue the bus till Mananthavady. When they heard this, a few of the men standing around climbed in and clung on to the jeep. Since the jeep did not have enough torque, Jeremias asked everyone who did not have any exigencies to get down. Everyone had exigencies. Finally, when Jeremias put his foot down and said that only Tharu, Velu and another man were needed, others reluctantly got down.

The men thus sloughed off were dejected not because they could not reach Mananthavady but because they had to walk all the way back to Perumpadi. Uthaman decided to find a remedy for the dejection. He went into the office of the eveninger and narrated the whole story.

Without even pausing to find out what had happened to Rayson, the journalist wrote out the story without names, created the headline, ‘Wife irate on being denied churidar, husband tries to commit suicide along with son’, and called Kannur to make it the main lead.

A nonplussed Rayson was standing at Mananthavady bus terminal, carrying the sobbing child. Jeremias and his groupies reached there, consoled him and got him into the jeep. Before the jeep could reach Perumpadi, the eveninger with its 72 pt headline on the Rayson story had reached Perumpadi.

As he watched a tearful Rayson and his wife hugging their child, a relieved Jeremias said, ‘It’s fortunate that this has passed without any untoward incidents. The only thing is that it’s come in the newspaper.’

‘President, has this appeared in the newspaper? Who gave them the news?’ Tharu’s voice reflected his anger. Uthaman shrunk back, afraid that someone may name him.

‘We don’t know who gave it. Anyway, it’s already in the news, let’s ignore it,’ Jeremias said to lighten the scene.

‘Can we ignore it that easy, president? I have to pay the money to the newspaper guys, no?’

‘Why should you pay for the news appearing in the paper?’

‘Really? Nothing’s to be paid to the paper for the news?’

‘We need to cough up the money only if we insert an advertisement in the paper. This is only news.’

‘If that’s the case, what problem do we have, president? Overall, it’s a happy thing,’ said a relieved Tharu. When he heard that, Uthaman realized that it was not easy to shame people with no common sense and even regretted giving the story to the newspaper.

‘President, for the silliest of reasons, people create complications in their lives. And then struggle to straighten things out. What kind of mad people are these?’ Velu asked Jeremias after everything had been brought to a close. Jeremias was turning into the path leading to his house.

‘Long ago, somewhere, I read an article on ants. It described how, heading for their nest and carrying loads heavier than themselves, ants come upon a rock or stone on their route. They can as well skirt it and get back on their path. However, since they don’t have an intellect, lugging the weight, they climb up the rock or stone. And the whole day they struggle on the rock. It’s the same with all creatures, including humans. It may be something they can easily avoid. But we will clutch on to it. Ah, life has to be lived in some fashion or the other.’

Neeru Joseph had not heard these words of Jeremias. However, she had the intellect to skirt the stones that life was throwing down her path. When the proposal came for her marriage to Jeremias’s only son, her family was surprised. It was Jeremias’s magnanimity that would have led to the proposed alliance. Though she had no reservations in entering Reformation House as its daughter-in-law, she could not find any special happiness in the alliance except that she was getting married.

Even if no one could claim it to be the most extravagant wedding thus far in Perumpadi, it lacked in nothing. Since they belonged to the same parish, and since neither Neeru nor Arun were insistent on following time-worn traditions, their first night was at Reformation House.

Till evening, Neeru did not feel anything was amiss with Arun, except that he was a tad shy and introverted. Arun had his supper early and retired to their room on the first floor. Though Kathrina had come to help her, Neeru sent her away, assuring her that she would do all the chores. Jeremias had left with Velu, who had come claiming there was some emergency.

‘Molae, you may go and sleep. His return will be late. I will open the door for him.’

To get rid of the heat and dust of the day, Neeru had already had a bath. While she was going up, she decided to have another one since it was their first night. When she entered the room, it was pitch dark.

She switched on the light asking, ‘Why are you sitting in the dark?’ Arun was sitting on a chair and was wearing a long-sleeved T-shirt that covered his neck as well as palms. His face was glistening, perhaps due to a facial of some sort for the wedding.

When he said, ‘Oh, nothing,’ what she noticed was his bashfulness and the pinkness of his lips.

‘Have you never kept a moustache, Arun?’

‘No, I don’t like it.’

Without making further conversation, she went in for her bath. By the time she emerged, Arun was already asleep. Assuming he was tired from the day’s exertions, Neeru lay down by his side. Later, when she placed her hand on his body, he gently lifted it, placed it back on her and moved away to the edge of the bed, away from her.

When her first stage of deep sleep ended, she was woken up by some sounds. When she opened her eyes, the room was still dark.

Arun could be seen standing at a window looking out through the parted curtains. Alarmed at what could be causing the disquiet, she got off the bed and switched on the light. Her alarm turned into consternation.

Arun, who was standing in lace panties and brassiere, his body hair shaved completely, and his eyebrows plucked and shaped, was bewildered momentarily when the light came on, but then looked at her and smiled. After a few moments, he sashayed towards her and asked her, ‘Can you turn into a man?’

Not wanting to learn anything more, Neeru quickly switched off the light, lay down prone on the bed and wept.
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Narayancheri Agitation

Neeru had the habit of finishing all the household chores in the morning itself. Kathrina used to help in whatever way she could, cutting up vegetables, cleaning the rice, etc. Both needed to read books in the afternoon. Kathrinachedathi liked to read novels and stories that had Christian characters. Neeru would select such books from the library and bring them home. One day she brought Aranazhikaneram written by Parappuram.

‘Molae, all the incidents in this book are narrated by the karanavar Kunjonachchan, no?’ asked Kathrinachechi after she had read half of the novel.

‘Yes, granny, but he’s not narrating, he’s recalling the events. On his deathbed.’

‘Yes, that I understood. Haven’t I seen three people on their deathbeds in this very house? Paul’s ammachi, Jeremias’s papa and Elsiemolu may have had similar thoughts on their deathbeds, no?’

‘Ammachi, you seem to have done more nursing here than household chores?’ Neeru said.

Kathrinachedathi laughed. ‘Chandradharan doctor, who taught me nursing, used to say that nurses are God’s helpers. What all they have to do! We have people here who strut about with money received from the Gulf. All those young girls, what all they have to go through to send them the money. Just think about what I went through here. Ammachi was lice-ridden. If you merely moved the hair off the scalp, you could see zillions of lice scurrying away like termites when a termite hill is dug up. Finally, we had to shave her head. Jeremias’s father had bedsores. It didn’t matter how many times we turned him over; the side that rested on the bed developed sores. The water bed didn’t help. Till he died, he had sores.

‘Elsie had haemorrhaging. Her dresses, bed everything would be drowned in blood. All the old clothes and rags we had were used for her. When we ran out of them, we had to buy absorbent cloth. What every one of us had to go through for each of them to die. I wonder what’s in store for me.’

‘Would God make his helpers suffer?’

‘Nothing can be said with any certainty. If it were so, would Mother Theresa have had to linger on for a year and suffer? Ah, what I have to go through doesn’t matter. You, my little girl, should go back with him to Bangalore. Won’t you get a good job there?’

Neeru remained silent. Arun had left two days after the wedding. He had not bothered to even make a phone call thereafter.

On the second day itself, Neeru had considered leaving the marriage and returning to her home. She decided against it since she was worried what would become of her life since her engagement had been broken once already, and now if she were to return home on the second day of her marriage . . .

Neeru hoped that Arun’s case could be treated and remedied. When Kathrinachedathi had talked of her going to Bangalore, she had thought of being with him to have this done. At an opportune moment, she should bring this to Jeremias’s attention through the offices of Kathrinachedathi.

With Neeru joining the family, Jeremias was relieved that he could be spared the time that he used to devote to his home affairs. That he could devote all his time after his duties at the bank to the affairs of Perumpadi was a benevolence to him as well as the people. His reputation as an effective mediator had grown beyond Perumpadi. The Perumpadians would tell their relatives living outside, ‘That was a terrific row in their house. Things settled down only after president conducted the peace talks.’

Though Jeremias could summon anyone in any family in Perumpadi, there was one person who refused to respond to his summons—Bously vakil.

Though he never attended the court, every morning Bously would leave home, smartly dressed in whites, his hair pomaded, parted and combed neatly. On most days he was not headed to his office in Irupuzha.

His pursuit would be of anything that would fetch him some cash on the given day. His main source of income was legal training. What gave him pleasure was conducting classes on law in nursing schools and in various courses under the aegis of the Church; legal counselling by charging fees; mediation in business disputes by taking commission and similar quick-return activities.

Bously did not return home every night. Only on the days when his whites were sullied by curry stains, splatter from spilt toddy, flecks of cigarette ash, or fresh mud blotches from rolling on the ground, and the shabbiness prevented him from presenting himself anywhere, did the lawyer think it necessary to sleep on his own bed. However, he was adamant that even at that time, he should be sentient enough to deliver at least a couple of slaps should his wife so much as open her mouth and say something on his condition.

There was a time when his income took a hit and he started to drink less. The nights of his return home also went up proportionately. When this nuisance increased, his wife approached Jeremias. She requested him to counsel Bously. When Jeremias called him in the morning, his drinking session had already started.

‘Sir, advocate Bously is not planning to present himself before Jeremias Paul. When the Indian laws are made redundant in Perumpadi and Jeremias’s Law is implemented instead, on that day Bously shall make himself available, your highness.’

Jeremias cut the call. He consoled himself with the thought that he could not expect everyone to accept him. Jeremias sent his wife off with the assurance that he would meet Bously some other day.

His reputation outside Perumpadi had not brought the next case to him. The reason was that it happened in Perumpadi and the victim was a Perumpadian. It was a political dispute. It was the first time he was called upon to mediate in one such case since generally Perumpadi was spared political bickering.

During election time, beyond sitting in the tea shop and passing opinions back and forth, finally reaching a conclusion that every party was equally vile, and then dusting themselves and going to the polling booth and casting the vote in favour of whomever they liked, political consciousness and activity did not touch any great heights in Perumpadi. No one was willing to exert themselves any more than that in the name of politics. If they had any free time, they would rather play cards or do some angling.

It was a Saturday and a bank holiday. Thaanithaanam Garvasis reached early in the morning with his son Akhil in tow.

‘President, yesterday evening, someone unknown in these parts beat my son with a cycle chain near Perumpadi church. Take a look at this.’

Garvasis lifted the shirt and showed two welts where Akhil had been lashed. The skin had been cut deep in some places. Jeremias could see that the boy was in considerable pain.

‘Do you know who it could be?’

‘Yes sir. It’s party apparatchiks from my college. I had given my nomination for the college elections. They asked me to withdraw; I refused and said I would fight in the elections. The other day, when I was waiting at the Irupuzha bus terminal, two guys came and asked me why I had spoken lewdly to a girl and pushed me. The girl who was standing next to me protested saying I had not spoken to her at all. Asking her to shut up, they assaulted me and tore my shirt. The next day at the college, the leaders of the party warned me that if I didn’t withdraw the nomination, the previous day’s incidents would be repeated. I decided that I would not withdraw my nomination. I avoided the bus terminal and reached home through an alternate route. That’s why they came here on a motorbike and assaulted me.’

‘Garvasis, this is a political issue. Filing a police case should be the first step. We’ll see the next steps after that.’

Despite the passage of two days after Akhil got admitted in the hospital, no one came to take his statement. Jeremias had to call a circle inspector who was his acquaintance. Since the CI knew that Jeremias would be calling only for genuine cases, he moved things fast. The two men who had beaten Akhil were remanded. When matters reached this stage, the two student parties decided to come to the negotiating table.

Varghese sir and two young men from their youth wing appeared for Akhil’s party. The opposing team was the area secretary, Krishnan and two student leaders. The communist party in Malabar did not consider Krishnan as a mere area secretary. That he was from the family which had led the Narayancheri farmer agitation was also the reason that the cadre looked up to him.

Comrade Krishnan was the son of the youngest brother of the Narayancheri agitation leader M.T. Gopalan Nambiar. The communist party put down its roots in the Malabar region following this agitation, which, as per many researchers, was the prototype for the agrarian revolts in the region.


The bloodied flowers that you

Set to bloom in Narayancheri fields

And in the landlords’ yards

Are staying unwilted

In the hearts of our land.



The cadre of the party would still shout this slogan at every agitation and strike.

The local zamindars were from the Mundattuthazhathu Veedu of Narayancheri. The agitation broke out when Innumman was the karanavar of the family. Though no one would call him a cold-blooded evil man, as a landowner he had the arrogant hubris that comes naturally with authority. It could be said that minding the tharavad and its wealth, he lived pretty much as he pleased.

Where his caretakers were conniving crooks, his tenants were poor and defenceless. His tenants consisted of thiyyas whose occupation was toddy tapping and felling coconuts; chalyas who had not learned their traditional craft of weaving and had to work as agricultural labourers; a handful of nambiars who did not belong to rich tharavads and had to resort to tilling the land; some low-caste men who were nairs only for namesake; and some Muslims who had migrated from the west.

Before the onset of the monsoons, the people in the area would meet the caretaker and request a piece of land to cultivate. The fertility of the land allotted depended on the mood of the caretaker. Once they got the land, the scramble for the seeds started. One of the nambiars would be the keeper of seeds, and he would part with them if they gave him some baksheesh. Soil in most of the lands had been depleted by repeated cultivation. Once the monsoons arrived, the land would be ploughed using unwilling oxen, and the low-yield seeds would be sowed.

Mimicking the indolent karanavars, elephant yam and colocasia crops consumed everything thrown at them with little in return to the farmer. For good yields, the forest land ought to be cleared, undergrowth burnt and seeds sown there, as the tribals used to do. That called for new sharpened implements and strong physique. The tenant farmers lacked the will to get such implements made from the blacksmith. They would hone the edges of the spades and choppers on some stone. The men loved to work with blunt implements; they could blame the tool, leave the work and go and gamble.

Weeding and adding manure, ashes and cow dung for the crops that grew around the house, as though the seeds had been flung around, would happen only if the women were so inclined and had the health to do it. If three or four men got together, they would end up playing dice or other gambling games. They had no hesitation in playing from morning till night without a break.

During the harvest time, the caretaker would appear and get them to deliver half of the crops as the owner’s share. Even when the crops failed, the share had to be given. Since none of them owned any land, no one bothered to plant any perennial crop, which gave regular produce.

Moreover, every one of them was a victim to the lassitude that envelops men when they have to cultivate another man’s land. The majority of them were content with subsisting on their share of the crop, eking out a bare life and amusing themselves playing dice and other games or other possible diversions. Since the lethargy they showed in their work crept over other parts of their lives, few of them believed that there should be a change in their circumstances.

The first person to feel that things should change was Gopalan, son of Innumman’s sister Madhavi. Since Gopalan’s father had some self-esteem, when he got fed up with his life as a sambandhakaaran* in his wife’s tharavad, he left one day without telling anyone and never returned. Gopalan grew up without a father. During those days that was not a disadvantage; there was the uncle, the karanavar, who looked after everyone. As a young man, when his moustache started making its presence felt, he wanted to grow and turn it up. But the karanavar had decreed that not a single hair should be seen on anyone’s face.

He had no complaints about his life in the tharavad. And when he went outside, he received respect from the public. However, he had quarrels with his karanavar’s methods. These complaints are usually remedied by men when they become the karanavar. However, his biggest sorrow was that he would never become a karanavar, for his mother had not delivered a girl child. In the matrilineal system, one can become a karanavar only when one has sisters.

Gopalan started to drink due to his vexation with his uncle. Cashew juice fermented for two days in a calabash give those who consumed it a kick. There was a place at Perumanna, by the river bank, where this hooch, dum in local parlance, was served in coconut shells. Lord Gopalan was served dum free of charge. Though as he sat there sipping the drink, people used to ask after his welfare, he was not entirely pleased with their demeanour. The reason was that the thiyyas present there did not seem to have the respect they should have felt for him.

‘Lord Gopalan, that is out of their unhappiness with your uncle. He has been selling the land to the Christians who have come from Thiruvithamkoor. It’s all the caretakers’ doing. But when the people here ask for land, the caretakers demand the lion’s share. That’s why when they see you, their faces fall and they cringe,’ Ambu, a thiyya who was close to Gopalan, explained things to him.

‘Those Christians are happy with any forest land. They will get sturdy hoes and picks made from the blacksmith and then dig and till with them. Their harvest is rich. Here, does even one of your crops give you such harvests? If you give land to the Christians, they will give money and a large share too. The men here are dogs who don’t work and act as if they do,’ Gopalan spoke like a true landlord.

‘That is true, lord. Has there been a landlord like Innumman before?’

Ambu spoke without knowing the mind of Gopalan.

‘Says who? Is there a worse fellow than him?’

Ambu assumed that Gopalan was babbling as he was high from the dum he had drunk. It was not merely the dum. A little to the east, alcohol distilled from cashew fruits was available. Toddy was available only towards the west. Even there the subject of conversation was the Christians.

‘Till they suck it dry, they won’t let go of anything. If the calf dies, do we milk the cow? Not that the cow will permit us, right? The Christians are not like that. They’ll skin the dead calf, remove the flesh, fill it with straw and sew it up. They’ll place it front of the cow, trick it and then milk it. That is the difference between us and them.’ Gopalan entered the toddy shop when Chathu Nambiar was explaining the fine differences between his people and the Christians.

Though Gopalan was younger to him, when Chathu Nambiar saw him, he felt a respect and showed it by cutting off his edification and getting to his feet.

‘When you see a ghee Nambiar, we must show respect. There is no shame in that.’ When Gopalan left later, Chathu Nambiar rationalized his show of deference. The nambiars who have the right to deliver ghee for temple rituals were called ghee nambiars. They were considered to have more nobility than the run-of-the-mill nambiars. The families that had this right would ensure that their men married within the family, usually their own cousins, to maintain the purity of their lineage. Mundattuthazhathu tharavad had this right and they kept the tradition over many generations.

Innumman had commanded Gopalan to marry his daughter Karthyayini with the intention of maintaining the purity of their tharavad. Gopalan, in the meanwhile, had been going about determined not to marry within the family. If he married Karthyayini and had children with her, the rights over them would be with her brother, Shreedharan. Gopalan could claim to be the father. However, it would be humiliating.

All the pleasures that a marital life provides, other than being father to an offspring, he was enjoying already without any hindrance. Or else, Karthyayini should have some talents, more than the women who were servicing him currently. Not only was she not better in any way, but whenever she came across him, she would scowl and make no attempt to hide her aversion towards him. Gopalan informed his karanavar openly, ‘Uncle, the decision is not to get married.’

‘Whose decision?’

‘My decision.’

‘That’s not going to work here. There’s no dispute who’s the karanavar here, or is there? I make the decisions. If you don’t agree to this marriage, then this tharavad doesn’t need you any longer. We own many hills to the east. Take any one of them. Then take the woman you want and live there. I have been hearing about your doings lately.’

Gopalan Nambiar left his tharavad the same day. Though he built a dwelling in one of the hills to the east, he took no woman as his mate. When he felt an urge, through an emissary he summoned the ones he felt like having. He kept a few lackeys for this purpose and to look after the land, and flattered them by calling them caretakers.

Gopalan Nambiar had shifted residence at a time when the influx of migrants from Thiruvithamkoor was at its height. They were ready buyers of wooded lands, paying money and willing to sharecrop on those lands, and the landowner and his caretakers lost interest in the local tenants who could only cough up meagre shares, that too only in kind. This had given the tenants considerable heartburn.

But who would bell the cat? Who could stand in front of the landlord and speak up? Since no one had the gumption to even raise their eyes and look at the landlord, while playing tic-tac-toe using stones beneath trees and on verandas in front of shops, they infused as much agitation as they could while they moved the stones.

A famine hit Kerala in those days. Some people claimed that paddy had become scarce. The old-timers used to reminisce that since remaining hungry had become a habit with ordinary people, they realized that they had lived through a famine only when the famine was over.

Since rice had a nobility attached to it, many people claimed that rice had been traditionally their staple food and during the famine, they had been distressed by its non-availability. To be honest, their forebears had all lived through scarcity and famine-like conditions all their lives.

With the onset of the famine, the price of paddy rose in Malabar, and whatever was available got hoarded and went underground. Disputes on the share to be paid to the landlords also cropped up in many places. One such dispute took place in the fields called Narayancheri thaazhathuvayal.

Those fields had been taken for sharecropping by Krishnan Nambiar. It all started with the tenant claiming that the previous year’s share had been measured out and transferred in front of the caretaker and a receipt taken from him. The caretaker countered that the share was in arrears and if indeed a receipt had been issued by him, that should be produced.

Krishnan Nambiar said since the receipt had been kept between the rafter and the thatch, it had become wet from the rain water. He argued if the share had not been delivered, would he have been permitted to use the fields that year too? The caretaker countered that he had allowed it because he was magnanimous and this year it would not be allowed. He placed the symbolic ban on the harvest.

The traditional ban, known as kallum-tholum in the vernacular, consisted of placing a few green leaves and four or five stones upon them on the ridge of the field, signifying that harvesting of that field was proscribed. Everyone respected this tradition and no one was willing to harvest Krishnan Nambiar’s field. When the news reached Gopalan Nambiar, he came down along with his lackeys and removed the kallum-tholum. He roped in a few intrepid workers and harvested the paddy and handed it all over to Krishnan.

The communist party was watching the bold act from the wings. The district leaders realized that Gopalan was eminently suitable to help the party grow in that constituency. The party higher-ups arrived at Narayancheri and declared their wholehearted support for Gopalan Nambiar, who then decided to escalate the war against his uncle.

Gopalan discussed with the party if he should storm the granaries where his uncle had hoarded the paddy and recover it. This was the time when the party was encouraging such methods of protest. A date was set in secrecy. On the sly, Gopalan’s henchmen informed those whom they favoured that the raid had been planned and they should come if they needed paddy.

The ingenuous tenants believed that if they participated in the raids, they could also become like landlords, who they believed had the luxury of having kanji every day. They told their near and dear ones in confidence about the raid. When the day came for the paddy raid and the raiding party left for the manor, it was nearly a hundred strong.

Innumman Nambiar’s granaries did not hold paddy anywhere close to what the protestors had imagined. All it held was enough to feed the tharavad members for a year or a little more. Though the captive Innumman cried out to the raiding party not to leave them in a state where they would end up starving, the party did not pay any heed. They scooped up the paddy in whatever baskets and hampers they found. By the time about thirty people took their fill, the granary was empty. That led to the rest of the party clamouring for paddy.

Most members of the raiding party had rice gruel in their diet possibly only thirty or forty days in the whole year. And they all had joined the raiding party promising their women and children that they would have rice gruel every day of the year thereafter. Since they could not return home empty-handed, they started to brawl with one another for the paddy. Their anger was also directed at Gopalan Nambiar who had led the party.

When it was apparent that things were getting out of hand, Gopalan asked his uncle for more paddy. His uncle expressed helplessness. Though he made a declaration they could raid another landlord the next day, the muttering and griping continued, which drove him mad. He decided to let his uncle settle with the other members of the raiding party and went away with his own henchmen.

As soon as he saw the group of people headed to the manor, one of Innumman’s caretakers fled the place and sped towards the Irikkur police camp. Based on the information received from him, a sizeable posse of policemen reached the manor. They beat up the tenants who were still searching for paddy or any victuals and kept hitting them even as they tried to flee. Some of them were arrested, taken to the camp and locked up.

The next day, based on Lord Innumman’s complaint, the police filed a case against fifty men. Gopalan Nambiar’s name was missing from the list. There were two possibilities for why the name was missing—one, that the uncle had excluded his name because Gopalan was his nephew; and two, the uncle did not want to give his nephew an opportunity to become a leader riding on the case. Nevertheless, Gopalan Nambiar did become famous as the leader of the Narayancheri agitation. After some time, Lord Innumman also became a party member. The party claimed he lost his haughtiness as a consequence.

Comrade Krishnan, who had come to Perumpadi for the parleys, had the revolutionary zeal of his uncle Gopalan Nambiar and the nobility of the Mundattuthazhathu Veedu. That was evident in his demeanour and diction. He started the discussions like a lord.

‘This is a political skirmish connected to the college elections. This is not the first time—such attacks have happened before and will happen again. Is there any need to give it so much importance that two students have now ended up being remanded? When we give students the freedom and opportunities for their political consciousness to grow, we should also avoid chances of their future being jeopardized. Here, today, we should come to a decision that facilitates this.’

As soon as Krishnan concluded, Varghese sir stood up, deciding by himself that he should be the next speaker.

‘Those who have gathered here today for this discussion, to wit, Shree Jeremias Paul, the respected Shree M.T. Krishnan Nambiar Esquire, who has already had his say in the meeting, Shree Robin Antony, who is attending in his capacity as the student representative.’

‘It’s not Robin Antony, it’s Rogin Scaria.’ Rogin prompted Varghese sir when he heard his name being given out wrongly, despite being PMV’s constant companion.

‘Sorry, please excuse me, Robin Scaria. The next is Arun?’

‘No, Ajil M. Rajesh,’ the student leader corrected him.

‘Yes, Ajesh M. Rajesh, two student leaders whose names I do not know, Geervarghese, the father of Anil who has been assaulted brutally, other dignitaries, my greetings. Dear people, we all know in 1968 . . . or is it 1969?’ PMV sir asked everyone, changing the tone of the speech he had used till then.

‘What are you . . .’

‘When did the political murder of Vadikkal Balakrishnan happen?’

‘Ah, I don’t know,’ Krishnan said, showing marked indifference.

‘It doesn’t matter when it was. Conscious attempts are being made to inveigle our youngsters into such political violence. We need to see the assault on Anil as an example of this. Perumpadi has witnessed patricide, wife and her paramour together committing mariticide, uxoricide and similar violent acts, but this is the first time that political violence has come to the fore here. If we were to examine the family history of Anil, we shall find that they are totally a . . .’

When Jeremias saw that Varghese sir had no intention of being brief, he intervened.

‘Sir, let’s not stretch this out. Let there be decisions. What has happened here is not a clash between two groups. One person has been brutalized for his political activity. That student has been injured. There should be legal redressal for that. Let the case continue. The only decision that we can take here is that there should be no more clashes. Please give your opinion about that.’

Both sides gave their opinions. Comrade Krishnan wanted the legal case to be withdrawn because one of the accused was on the verge of leaving for the Gulf. If there was a police case, he would be detained. Though PMV’s view was that if Akhil could receive some monetary compensation the case could be withdrawn, Akhil and his father Garvasis’s opinion was that the case should continue. Jeremias seconded the motion.

It is not possible to find a resolution for all disputes. Mediation will succeed only where the law of the land is obeyed. Jeremias could find resolutions only for those disputes where individuals could help arrive at mutual compromises.

The clandestine policies and actions of political parties were too snarled and intricate for the sense of justice of a local mediator to disentangle. On that day, he realized that neither he nor any other mediator would be able to resolve political conflicts.

When the talks ended, neither party was satisfied. Since the case was not withdrawn, Krishnan was not in favour of further violence. He advised the student leaders to find other ways to contain Akhil in the college.
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Capitalists

When Goddess Bhavani sent word she wanted to meet Jeremias, considering her ill-health, he went as soon as he could. Sheela was of the opinion that Goddess’s oral cancer was the result of her indiscriminately consuming the tobacco that her devotees would bring as offerings. Whatever it may be, Goddess was convalescing after having a piece of her jaw bone removed.

When Jeremias arrived, Shyla was standing in the yard, carrying her baby. Rajan and Shyla had shifted to a house rented for them by Goddess. Shyla would remind Rajan occasionally that they could become parents of a bonny boy only because she had kicked up a shindig that day and moved out of Goddess’s house. Rajan would grunt his assent. When Goddess took ill, forgetting all the past animus, both of them moved back to her home.

Her ill-heath did not stop Goddess from giving her devotees an audience. In order that they not realize she was ill, she always decked herself up and covered the side of her face with the pallu. As soon as he entered the sannidhaanam, Jeremias asked, ‘Where’s amma, is she lying down?’

‘No, she was walking around in the yard; she just went in,’ Shyla said, shifting her son from one hip to the other as he himself was trying to get Jeremias’s attention and possibly have a change of his carrier.

‘Has the president reached?’ came out as something between a squeak and a moan, and Jeremias did not understand it at first. He then guessed that was what Goddess had said as she stepped on to the veranda.

‘There was an oracle that the president would come.’

Without saying anything further, Goddess beckoned Jeremias to join her in the room where she used to give darshans. She locked the door behind them and started to rummage behind her seat, beneath the platter on which lamps were kept, under the drape of the platform, and the rear of the idols, icons and photographs of deities, and started to gather currency notes wrapped in paper and cloth.

Each bundle was marked with lime. One stroke stood for one thousand rupees. Some of the bundles had even fifteen strokes. When she was done with the accumulation, straining and controlling her recalcitrant tongue and wayward jaw with considerable effort, she started to speak. ‘None except God, you and I should know of this. Son, Goddess has to live many more years. Income has reduced. Some have been saying that I have become ill. That is not illness, that is God’s caress. How can all this be explained to the ordinary folk? If my son and his whore come to know that this money is with you, then I won’t be left in peace. She is out there, acting high and mighty. Let both of them fend for themselves.’

Jeremias counted the lime marks—there were two hundred and twenty-seven thousand rupees. He took out the receipt book from his bag and gave her a temporary receipt for fixed deposit.

‘I shall bring the FD receipt soon.’

‘That’s not important. The thing is, no one should know.’

When he went out, Shyla had already prepared tea. The oblation made with puffed rice, beaten rice and jaggery came with the tea as snack.

‘Where’s Rajan?’ Jeremias asked, as he sipped the tea.

‘Ettan works at the saw mill these days. He goes in the morning.’

‘Where’s amma getting treated?’

‘Vellore. We have to go next week. There’s four-to-five days’ stay there. She can’t do without me when she’s there. So, I have to leave the baby with my sister.’

‘Do you have the funds?’

‘We don’t need to spend much. Ettan is a member of a chit fund. We are planning to bid for it.’

Ganeshan, son of Kunjaandiyettan, walked all the way from Kacherikadavu in the blazing sun to meet Jeremias. He thought Jeremias was the last branch he could cling to in his state of distress. He went to the bank, but since the bank was on deposit collection drive, Jeremias was out canvassing deposits by meeting customers at their homes.

Ganeshan ran into Jeremias on the road in front of Goddess Bhavani’s house. He was exhausted.

The tale he had to narrate was that of the decline and fall of Kunjaandi Hotel. As instructed by Paul sir, many years ago, Kunjaandiyettan had approached Prabhakaran, who’d told him, ‘Kunjaandiyetta, where’s the problem in this? You have been living there for thirty-five years. You have been paying the land tax for seven-and-a-half cents too. What’s the issue? As per the primary title deed, the western boundary of your plot is the road. The river is not one of your boundaries. If the river becomes the western boundary and the road the eastern one, your problem is resolved. Do you understand? There are two ways to do that. One, you yourself go to taluk office and get it done. Or two, I shall get it done, and you pay the fees here.’

‘You may do it yourself, Prabhakaran sir. I shall pay the fees.’

With his usual smile on his face, Prabhakaran thought for a little while.

‘Don’t give me the fees as cash. It’s seven-and-a-half cents; five for you and two-and-a-half for me. Do you agree?’

Kunjaandiyettan did not like the idea in the least. He discussed it for a long time with his brother-in-law, who had accompanied him. His brother-in-law knew of Prabhakaran’s notoriety and how he was adept in misappropriating disputed land by forging the required title deeds. Since he had now come to know the status of Kunjaandiyettan’s land, it would be advisable to agree to his terms.

Though he did receive the title deed through Prabhakaran, Kunjaandiyettan had become despondent. He had to accept with dejection the fact that the restaurant’s kitchen, along with two arjuna trees by its side, were now on the other side of the fence. As soon as the two-and-a-half cents was transferred to Prabhakaran’s nominee, construction of a three-storey building started there, by a contractor called Louis.

Kunjaandiyettan had consoled himself with the thought that he could at least build a pucca building as the restaurant-cum-residence in place of the thatched shed. He decided to have Louis construct his building too.

Those days, Louis Constructions was the leading builder of Irupuzha. Though he was rich beyond anyone’s dreams, Louis was polite and humble with everyone. He used his humility as capital to amass riches.

When Louis’s mother, Sophia, first came to Perumpadi, it was with a four-year-old Louis. When he was tall enough to be noticed by people, he would be helping his mother plant plantain bulbs and sell balloons for temple and church festivals. In between, yielding to her pressure, he would go to school and learn reading, writing and such distractions.

Though he aspired to work hard and be successful in life, when he was twenty-two, he had to flee from Perumpadi. An unseasonal jackfruit was the cause.

Louis was involved in plantain cultivation on land leased from Choorniyil Jose. Not that Jose owned large tracts of land to lease them out. He had his own ginger cultivation in Kodagu, where he lived. Not wanting his one-and-a-half acres to lie fallow, he had leased out a part where irrigation was easy.

Jose’s wife would help Louis in watering the plants, weeding, propping up the plants using stilts, and gathering mulch and organic matter to pile them at the root of the plants. It was not free service. Louis paid her weekly wages.

Since she was capable of earning independently, Jose had trusted her enough to leave her alone in Perumpadi. On her part, Molly was not too fussed about him suspecting her, for he had not married her in the traditional way with minnu* and manthrakoti.†

The sudden onset of rhizome rot devastated Jose’s ginger cultivation. Since he was sharecropping and the landlord and merchants from whom he had taken advances were harassing him, one night he fled from Kodagu. At home, as he was wondering what to do next, the custodian from the church came looking for him, as they had a shortage of hands.

Work in the church’s lands was like a tenured one. There would be regular work; it was not backbreaking toil; all one had to do was to be seen mucking about. Yet some of the old workers used to claim that church could not find people to work there because of the arrogance of the priests and the custodians, and their tighfistedness when wages had to be paid.

Jose went to work in the church since there was no other gainful employment on the horizon and even if wages were lower than the going rate, at least it was a regular income. Since the summer rains were plentiful, they were to plant elephant yam, colocasia, turmeric and ginger. The custodian realized on the first day itself that Jose was exceptionally skilled in this work.

Showing deference to the custodian and reverence to the priest, Jose did the work assigned to him with panache. Without wasting an inch of space, he planted all the seedlings and buds that he could lay hands on. Only some turmeric buds were left unused.

Since the custodian was indulgent towards Jose, he told him, ‘Jose, you take them home. What’s the use of them lying around here?’

Jose managed to smuggle them out without being noticed by snitches. When he found some spare time, he planted them in the land leased to Louis, by the side of his banana plantation.

A jackfruit tree that was flowering for the first time stood next to the turmeric field, by the side of the canal. Possibly because it was an ingénue tree, and was not aware that there is a season for fruit setting, before Jose planted his turmeric, a jackfruit was seen sprouted on its trunk.

‘Oh, this has fruited at the wrong time, it will get spoiled by the rains,’ was the verdict of Jose and Molly, who then proceeded to ignore it.

Although they had not given it much nutrients, Jose’s turmeric crop shot up like lemongrass clumps, to the extent that Jose started to doubt if it was all leaves and stems and no tubers.

‘Molly, do you think it’s growing like this because you are doing the manuring?’ Jose ribbed Molly. She had the occasional habit of defecating in the night, and though they had a pit latrine away from the house, considering the inconvenience of taking the water till there, she used to do the act in the open.

Although she would say she would go alone, Jose never agreed. He used to accompany her with a flashlight.

‘You stay here. I shall squat by the side of the turmeric field.’

She would squat between the luxuriant turmeric plants. When Jose shone the flashlight in her direction occasionally, she would raise her head and signal to him to switch it off.

Contrary to their calculations, the jackfruit did not get sodden in the rains. It matured around the beginning of September. Jose, who had gone to the canal to wash his face in the morning, plucked it and brought it home saying, ‘This looks good. We’ll have it boiled and mashed for lunch.’ Molly bought sardines for ten rupees from the door-to-door vendor and cooked them with tamarind and red chillies, to go with the sliced jackfruit made in a paste of grated coconut, shallots, bird’s eye chillies, curry leaves and turmeric powder.

On that night too, Molly got the urge for nocturnal defecation. As Jose followed her holding the flashlight, the unseasonal jackfruit started to make its presence felt; his tummy growled and gurgled and he felt as if a concrete mixer was operating inside it.

He had never shat in the night till then. He was relieved that the jackfruit had not decided to express itself when he was travelling in a bus or praying in the church. It was a grace that it had decided to emerge when he was accompanying someone who was herself going to do the job. He pushed Molly aside and ran towards her usual spot in the turmeric field.

Although Molly shouted from behind him, ‘Aiyyo, chetta, don’t go there, that’s my place,’ he lifted his lungi and started to squat down.

Only when he heard someone murmuring from beneath him, ‘Chechi, the thing is ready, you may sit on it directly,’ did Jose shine the torch towards the source of the voice. The plantain farmer was lying naked and ready on the turmeric field.

‘Louis why are you lying here of all places in the night?’ Jose demanded, bewildered.

‘Ah, it’s you Josechetta? Oh, nothing,’ said Louis and stood up, more bewildered than Jose.

‘Da, why are you lying here, there could be snakes and all that here.’

‘It’s because of the heat, chetta,’ Louis quickly thought of a reason.

‘That is true, although it is Kanni,* it’s warm. You can go, I need to shit.’

When he understood that no damage had been done, Louis went in search of the place where Molly had chosen to do her thing.

That night, when they were in bed, because the normally chatterbox Molly lay beside him silently, Jose had to revisit the recent scene with Louis. Hadn’t he called him chechi at first? What was the thing he had said he had kept ready? On what had he asked her to sit directly?

When he thought things over, the penny dropped in slow motion.

He turned and grabbed Molly by her neck. ‘You whoring slut, you had to do your whoring with me standing guard with a torch in hand?’

Molly was in no mood to surrender. ‘Take your fucking hand off me, you motherfucker. If you don’t want me, leave me. I’ll go where I want to. You are no frigging husband of mine!’

When he realized that he was not winning with her, Jose got up. Getting hold of the kitchen knife he set off towards Louis’s house. While he walked, he again thought things over.

There was no point in blaming Louis. She was actually aching for it. If not Louis, she would grab the next man available. So, why was he now going to Louis’s house? When he himself was not able to keep his wife in check, what was the point in climbing all over Louis? Ah yes, if he went there, he could counsel him on certain facts of life. He was a young man with a future. If his name was linked to her, he would never get a good alliance. He could advise Louis not to fall for her wiles. If that was the line of action, why then was he carrying the knife? Ah, let it be with him; he may still run across some reptile or the other. The elders always used to say that while going about in the night, a piece of iron in the hand is always good.

Louis was in bed, elated at not being found out by Jose and yet being able to do the act. On such occasions, sleep keeps away. As he lay awake, there came a call from outside.

‘Louis, open the door.’

Louis peered through the window. Before he could recognize the visitor, Jose informed him, ‘Da it’s me Josechettan. Open the door.’

A sudden fear struck Louis. He grabbed whatever clothes were on hand and shoved them into a plastic bag.

‘Louis, open the door. I am not here to make any trouble. I only want to tell you some things.’

When she heard raised voices, Sophia woke up, lit a lamp and enquired who it was and what was the problem.

‘It’s me, chedathi. Jose, Choorniyil Jose. Ask him to open the door. I need to talk things over.’

While Sophia was preparing to open the front door, Louis had slipped out through the back door and commenced his journey in haste, fleeing through the tapioca patch. That journey ended in Ponnampet, in Coorg.

He did not have to search for work in Ponnampet; there were plenty of opportunities. He spent most of his time as an employee of Sainuddin, a Malayali who was in the business of making concrete rings for wells. After some time, he became a partner. When Sainuddin left for the Gulf, he sold the mould, concrete mixer and other equipment for a discounted price to Louis.

When Louis used to narrate his life story, he would claim that he shifted the ring manufacturing unit to Perumpadi because his mother was ailing and he wanted to be with her. There was also a version in circulation that he had returned home for the same reason that he had to flee from home.

Whatever may be the reason, he brought and installed the machinery and equipment near the Irupuzha dam, in a location that would not be reached by flood waters. He took no one’s permission. To advertise his product, he stacked a few rings like a well and kept it where passengers of vehicles passing by would not fail to notice it. On the top ring he got ‘Louis Well Ring Works’ painted, so that any remaining doubts would be cleared.

Till then in the valley, people used to line the wells with the hard laterite stones brought from Urathoor and shaped by stonecutters. Within a short time, Louis was able to convince the people that rings were cheaper, faster and easier to use. Thereafter, he did not have cast the rings and wait for customers. The only problem he faced was that he could not meet the delivery times of the orders taken.

Louis’s next stage of growth happened with the nuns of Sisters of Holy Healing congregation buying the one-and-a-half acres of land by the side of the road and across from the poramboke land in which Louis Well Ring Works was sited.

The main social services rendered by the congregation known by the abbreviation SHH were a special kind of naturopathy and family reformation activities.

The first thing that the nuns did on the land was to have a well dug. Louis was given the work of installing the rings, which he did efficiently and at a low cost. His interactions with the nuns were far more respectful than the way priests dealt with the sisters.

Generally, people treated the Mother Superior with respect but ignored the other nuns. Louis treated every one of them with more respect than they merited. In the history of that congregation, the nuns had not received such reverence from anyone. Therefore, the nuns conferred on Louis all the responsibility for construction of their convent at Irupuzha.

Louis travelled to Thrissur, studied the bigger convents in that area and made a mental note of improvements that were possible. He engaged engineers and draughtsmen to convert his ideas to drawings, and then started the construction.

With him being given construction contracts for SHH convents elsewhere as well, Louis Well Works turned into Louis Constructions. With all his customers, he behaved as reverentially as he did with the nuns.

When the money that came in from his construction business exceeded the opportunities for investing in the same business, Louis diversified and started Louis Financiers.

When Louis started the construction of his building, Kunjaandiyettan shifted his restaurant and residence temporarily to a building in Irupuzha town. Though the food was the same, people complained that the rustic charm that the thatched shed on the riverside had provided was missing. New guests found nothing remarkable about the restaurant. Though the revenue went down, Kunjaandiyettan’s habit of grabbing handfuls of money from the cash box to gamble continued.

One day, when he returned after losing all his money, Louis asked him for money for concreting. When Kunjaandiyettan confessed that he had no money in hand, Louis told him humbly, ‘Kunjaandiyetta, why are you getting stressed so much? Whatever money you need for the construction can be advanced from Louis Financiers, at the same interest charged by banks. Repayment can be at your convenience—in monthly, weekly or daily instalments. The surety can be the deed of this land. The only difference is that instead of in your box, it is in my box.’

The title deed never went back to Kunjaandiyettan’s box. When the construction was over, Louis paid him some more money and had him sign over the land and building to him. However, since Louis wanted the restaurant to continue, he rented out a part of the building to Kunjaandiyettan.

After running the restaurant in Louis’s building, Kunjaandiyettan ended up with arrears worth a year’s rent. Louis, still respectful, demanded it from Kunjaandiyettan many times, and when he was still unable to clear it, Louis locked up the restaurant and pocketed the key.

Ganeshan wanted to reopen the restaurant. He needed Louis’s mercy. Since Louis was from Perumpadi, if Jeremias were to tell him, Ganeshan felt he would comply.

‘Sir, I will repay the money somehow. I only need time. From now on, it won’t be father but me who runs the show. I am confident everything can be as before.’

‘Ganeshan, long ago, your father had come to me to get the title deed made out in his name. When I advised him against it, I had never imagined things would come to such a pass. Don’t take what has happened till now to heart. Everyone has a method of survival. You cater to people’s taste buds. Merchants of taste do not perish. If you will run the restaurant well, I will call and ask Louis to give you time to pay the rent arrears.’

With help from Jeremias, Kunjaandi Hotel started to function again. The cash counter was still manned by Kunjaandiyettan. Getting acquainted with strangers, and still offering to pay for acquaintances, he minded the till, and business improved in quick time.

Before sunset, Kunjaandiyettan went to the bathroom near the riverside and had his bath. On his return, he lit the single-wick lamp and incense stick in front the idols of Goddess Lakshmi and Lord Ganesha. From the platter kept in front of the deities, he took vermillion, sandal paste and holy ash and drew a round tilak on his forehead.

He then took out a handful of currency from the cashbox without counting. The jeep was waiting on the road. However, before he could shove the money into the pocket of his drawers, Ganeshan, who had been filling customers’ glasses with water, kept the jug back on the table and caught hold of his hand.

‘Enough, from today, you shall not go anywhere.’

‘You little runt, have you grown big enough to grab my hand?’

Kunjaandiyettan slapped his son with his left hand. Though the blow sent him staggering, Ganeshan let go of his father only after taking back all the money. Kunjaandiyettan kept slapping Ganeshan. When he freed his hands, Ganeshan also started to hit back.

Ganeshan’s mother, who was grinding something inside, came running when she heard the commotion. When she saw what was happening between the father and son, she started to wail. The customers separated the two.

Kunjaandiyettan climbed into the jeep, wearing a torn shirt with missing buttons.

‘Where’s today’s game?’ he asked with no change in expression.

‘Perumpadi.’

‘Let’s go there.’

There was no Pincer Leela to board the jeep from Kelanpeedika. Since Kunjaandiyettan had stopped playing some time ago, she had started accompanying someone else to the game. At Perumpadi, the jeep stopped at the incline—that had a canopy of bamboo branches curving over it—that led to the riverside. To reach the venue, he had to walk through the sand littered with dry bamboo leaves. Contrary to his usual practice, Kunjaandiyettan told the driver, ‘You can go. I’ll come back by myself. I’ll pay the fare tomorrow. If that doesn’t happen, consider it a debt that Kunjaandiyettan is not able to honour.’

He started to walk over the sand. The jeep driver left only after he went beyond the bamboo clump and disappeared around the bend in the river.

When he did not return even the next evening, someone was sent to fetch Kocharaghavan. Kocha arrived and slipped into the water. In the depths of the Tiger Trench, Kocha saw Kunjaandiyettan caught in the stones on the riverbed, with the look of ecstasy on his face for having broken the bench by wagering on the ‘outside’ player. When Kunjaandiyettan was being lifted from among the stones, Kocha fancied that like all corpses, his too would ask him something.

‘Kocha, shall I pay your bill?’ he heard and started to swim, pulling the corpse behind him.
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Sagara Travels

Though they had bathrooms in the house, Neeru used to have her bath and do her washing in the river. After washing the clothes and before bathing, in order that she did not forget the swimming that she had learnt as a small girl, she would swim across the river and back twice. One day after her swim and bath, as she was bending down to pick up the washed clothes, she saw a human form rise through the water.

Since she knew it could only be Kocharaghavan who would come up from the depths like that, she felt no fear. She was meeting him after more than two years. He was holding a Moray eel that must have weighed at least two kilos. He was gripping its snakelike head tightly as he kept his gaze on her.

‘Why have you come?’ she asked as she started to walk.

‘Your grandmother is home, no?’

The eel was still trying to twist itself around his forearm in its effort to get free. He walked behind Neeru.

‘Kathrinammachi, I have never given you anything. I felt like meeting you. I have only such things to bring you.’ Raghavan tossed the eel to the ground and sat on the veranda.

‘Oh, it’s you Raghavan. How’s your mother keeping?’

He grunted, as if he did not wish to talk about her.

‘It’s been so many years since you have come here. How can I send you away without feeding you something? You do one thing, prepare that eel, Neeru will make a curry. You can have rice with it.’

‘Oh, then give some ash from the stove,’ Kocha said while retrieving a knife from his waistband. Applying the ash on the eel’s body to remove the slimy coating, he cut its throat. Covering his palm with ash, he peeled off its skin, as if removing a sheath. Removing its entrails, when he put it into the pot, Kocha told Neeru how to cook it.

‘You don’t have to give such elaborate instructions. I know how to cook fish,’ Neeru said as she carried the pot into the kitchen.

‘Molae, different fishes are cooked differently. That too varies from place to place. People have different tastes. Don’t feel bad when I tell you that I like eating it raw.’

The cooking was done in about half an hour. Till then, Kocha kept chatting with Kathrinachedathi. Occasionally Neeru joined in. When he was asked about his family, Kocha remained silent. Most of his conversation centred around the river and the people who had died in it.

The last corpse retrieved by Kocha was that of Kunjaandiyettan. Most of his life Kunjaandiyettan had spent by the riverside, whether it was at his restaurant or gambling with cards. Yet, he had never learnt swimming.

‘In a way that is good. When you want to die, just jump into the river. Since I was born in the river, I can’t drown myself to death.’ Kocha laughed when he said that.

‘Raghava, we can never say how we will die. When it’s time, death will come to us any which way,’ Kathrinachedathi said, as she got up to serve rice.

After he had his meal, Raghavan said, ‘This was not prepared the way I had described. If it were so, it wouldn’t have been as tasty. It’s better that I don’t have much of this curry. If I get into the habit, then every time I’ll want it cooked this way. I neither have the place nor someone to do it for me.’

‘You may come here whenever you want. I will cook it for you.’ When Neeru said that, Kocha only smiled. When he was leaving, he looked at Neeru and told her, ‘I have told your mother that I am bringing the eel here.’ He slipped into the water and disappeared.

He came once more to Reformation House to stand beneath the bilimbi tree. He had come to meet Jeremias. The issue was his liaison with the wife of a driver who had recently moved to Perumpadi.

The complaint was that when she had entered the river for her bath, someone had come from beneath and grabbed her. When the public averred that it had to be Kocha, the driver and his wife came to Jeremias with the request they should be allowed to lead their lives in peace and unmolested.

Jeremias assured them that he would summon Kocha and warn him. By some chance, without being summoned, Kocha reached Reformation House. He sat beneath the bilimbi tree at the lower end of the yard.

‘I know you will not change, whatever I may tell you. But Raghava, this is not the old Perumpadi. People have changed. Now they have learnt to give great importance to family life. Perumpadi is now a place where people live together peaceably as father, mother, children, grandparents, etc. Living a rogue life and being single, you will not understand the value of such relationships. I would tell you that there is no age to start a family. You can still do it. In your old age, Raghava, you will need someone to take care of you. If you do that, you won’t create problems in the lives of people who are living peacefully with their families.’

Kocha laughed lightly. He spoke as if it was a continuation of the laughter, ‘President, I have not even seen the woman you have mentioned, let alone molest her under water. Then comes the matter of families. You only see what happens above the river water. Underwater, it’s not the same. I have been seeing both, for years together. You said Perumpadi has changed. Nothing has changed. Things continue to be the way they were when I was born. However much you try, that’s not going to change. Families living in peace—is there something like that anywhere? I am elder to you. I have seen life. You should not take on complaints about me from now on. There are no solutions, president.’

As Kocha swam away, Jeremias mused how everyone was holding close their misapprehensions and prejudices.

‘Can we live the kind of life he’s talking about? If we have a family, we need a regular job. We have to earn what we need for the day. I get it from timber. You get it from the river.’

Murikku mapilla had come to cut the tall, wild jack tree in the Vanneli family’s plot. He was talking to Kocharaghavan, who had surfaced after placing a fabric-like mini Chinese fishing net on the shallow part of the river.

Murikku mapilla was the most popular woodcutter in the valley. He had been conferred the name since he used buy and despatch Indian coral tree to mills in Valapattanam from the time he was high and old enough to trade. In the vernacular, the tree is called murikku, and a Muslim as moplah or mapilla.

However tall the tree was, mapilla could fell it and convert it into lumber with the ease of plucking a mushroom, and without the tree even grazing anything around it. Since everything needed precision, felling one tree could take up to four to five days. Murikku mapilla’s services were wasted on normal trees. Even for these, he would take the same time, measuring angles and distances. Therefore, people would engage his services for trees only in the direst locations.

Kocha laughed and did not reply. Murikku mapilla was not single like Kocha. He had a bunch of families scattered around the valley. Wherever he took up a job, he would spend all those earnings there itself. However, since he did not stay in one place all the time, he fancied himself to be single.

Uppikka’s father and Murikku mapilla’s grandfather had come to the valley at the same time. If Uppikka’s father had come to trade, the latter had come as a timber tycoon.

Those days, the bulk of the timber that was sent to Valapattanam through the river belonged to Murikku mapilla’s grandfather. A chettiar woman staying at Kacherikadavu used to cook and provide other services to him when he came once a week to oversee the lumbering in the forest. The product of that liaison was Chettiarkakka, the father of Murikku mapilla.

The tycoon told her that she, her son, and their next few generations could live on the income from sending Indian coral trees to the saw mill in Valapattanam. She, however, spurned the offer and preferred to convert to Islam and become his wife. The timber tycoon agreed.

When they fell apart following some disagreement, he pronounced the talaq, but was generous enough to settle her and her son in Perumpadi with an acre of land.

‘There was no assurance that if we had got the right for the Indian coral tree, we would have flourished. There’s a time for everything. If the time’s right, then nothing else matters. What rights did Shukoor Haji have to do so well in life?’ Murikku mapilla would explain to those who asked him if he was disappointed with his grandmother’s decisions.

Uppikka started with a shop selling dried fish and salt to loggers. Later, he leased lands for farming, did cattle trading in Kodagu and brought up eight sons and a daughter.

When he started to become infirm, he compelled all his children to help him in his business and that taught them to fend for themselves. Among the nine, the one who really made it good was Shukoor.

Shukoor had to feed the goats that his father used to purchase. He would let them loose near the riverbank and walk lazily behind them. Shukoor never noticed the flowers that would bud and bloom by the river bank.

However, Ayesha went around looking at those flowers. The second among the five daughters of Hot-Peanut Pareeth, who lived on the opposite bank, she would also come to the riverside to graze their goats. Though Pareeth’s business was selling roasted peanuts, they lived in straitened circumstances. Ayesha wanted to help her father by breeding goats.

Shukoor brought different goats for grazing every week. Ayesha had the same mother goat she had been rearing for years, her three kids and their kids. Among the kids, she was particularly fond of a billy-goat called Cheku. Ayesha and Shukoor’s love affair started when Pareeth sold Cheku to Uppikka.

The butchers from Mattannur would come to take away the animals from Uppikka only when there were enough to fill a vehicle. Shukoor had to feed Cheku till then. When he reached the riverside, Cheku would gallop towards Ayesha. She would hug the billy and shoot off angry glances at Shukoor.

Eventually when Shukoor and Ayesha moved into a rented house, Cheku was still with them. They had three children before Shukoor started to earn a steady income, which till then consisted of occasional trading in goats and rent from a cashew orchard. Shukoor had no confidence all three children would survive, as they had a variety of ailments including atopic eczema and anaemia. When they were at the end of the tether, Ayesha took off her ear ornament and handed it over to Shukoor saying, ‘This is the last one left. Try to do some business with this. If we don’t succeed, then let us all kill ourselves by drowning.’

Without paying any heed to the opinion in the valley that only ne’er-do-well Muslims end up as fish sellers, with the money he received from pawning the ornament, Shukoor took the bus to Thalassery.

He went to the beach at the time when the fishing boats come in. An old Muslim was around to guide him. As advised by him, he had bought a galvanized steel trunk from the town. He bargained and bought as many sardines as he could fill in the trunk and took the return bus to Perumpadi.

Shukoor walked through Perumpadi with the trunk, announcing his wares. Since he had no weighing scales, he had to sell by numbers. By afternoon, he only had enough fish to fry at home.

He handed over a pot full of fish and all the money to Ayesha. When he took back enough money for the next day’s trip, she was left with the first day’s principal amount. Three months of this trade did not leave them with much money, but the children had become healthy from the sardine diet. The visits to hospitals stopped.

In two years, his business had prospered enough for him to bring a jeep load of fish every morning to Perumpadi. He was still not known as Tycoon Shukoor. Once he started buying the lands of people who had fallen on hard times, stories about him started gaining currency in Perumpadi.

The major one was that a box of smuggled gold biscuits had got exchanged with his trunk of fish. To those who asked him if it was true, he replied with a mysterious smile.

Although he did land deals on the side along with other work, he did not stop the fish trading business. Early every morning, he continued to accompany his drivers to fetch the fish. It was only when they started to protest that the owner going with them was, for them, a matter of shame did he stop the trips to Thalassery.

However, by the time the vehicles returned, he would be in the market. He joined the workers in unloading the trunks. He found a high in looking at the stacked trunks. With the same enthusiasm, he used to dip his hand into every box to feel and sample the fish.

Those watching the exercise would mutter, ‘Ah, he’s checking if there’s gold biscuit inside.’

When he became a tycoon, he was amazed that relatives, near and far, about whom he had not even heard, were emerging from all corners. He decided that it was a good thing to have more people on his side and started to enjoy his new-found popularity.

Once he had gone to Uruvachaal to attend the wedding of the daughter of one such new relative. As they were waiting for the groom’s party to arrive, a four- or five-year-old boy came to him, called him uppa and sat on his lap. People around him laughed at the boy mistaking him for his father. When the boy’s mother came hurrying to take him away, Shukoor said, ‘Let him be. He’s a little sultan.’

The boy stuck to him till it was time for Shukoor to leave. Ayesha also liked the boy. Shukoor asked her if it wouldn’t be fun if they had a son like that.

‘That’s one hell of a wish you have. I can’t go through one more pregnancy. If you want, do another nikah.’

Though Ayesha was joking, Shukoor took it seriously. He found a girl from the neighbourhood of his relative in Uruvachaal. When Ayesha got to know of it, she said, ‘Oh, you saw her and got the hots for her. I had a doubt that day itself that it was not about the boy. Don’t ever come near me again.’

Though there was some truth in that, he had also decided that he wanted more children. Though initially Ayesha showed her resentment openly, upon the advice of their children and relatives, she made peace with Shukoor. And when Shukoor took her along with him for Hajj, all her displeasure vanished.

Murikku mapilla would comment occasionally, ‘Despite his wealth, Sardine Shukoor has not been getting much respect from the people. He has done the Hajj to get that respect.’

The traditional business of the family of Shukoor Haji’s second wife, Sainaba, was connected to engines and machines. Sainaba’s grandfather had run the first coal-fired bus from Thalassery to Kodagu. Her father learnt driving at a young age, but his dream of owning his own bus was not fulfilled. From the time she could remember, she had also nursed a dream of travelling in her father’s own bus.

Before he married Sainaba, Shukoor Haji owned a purple Ambassador car. While travelling in that car, Sainaba told him about her desire. Haji told her that since he did not know the business, he would rather not get into it. Sainaba assured him if he financed the purchase, the rest of the things would be managed by her father. Shukoor Haji agreed to buy a bus only in the interest of avoiding a tiff in the early days of his marriage. However, one of her wishes he shot down without any qualms—naming the bus Sainaba Travels.

Shukoor Haji had another name in mind. The sea was the source of all his wealth. Haji decided the name should be Kadal Travels—kadal meaning sea. Zakir, his eldest son, protested that it sounded odd, and if he was insistent that sea should figure in name, they could use sagaram, which was a synonym for kadal. Haji found it acceptable. Thus, between Irupuzha and Thalassery, Shukoor Haji’s first bus started to ply, bearing the name Sagara Travels.

In two years, they added three more buses on other routes. All of them brought in good revenue. Sainaba’s father was adept at deciding the routes, handling the authorities, keeping the workers happy, doing the maintenance and keeping accounts. Shukoor Haji left the travel business entirely to his stewardship.

When people started to frequently ask for their buses for weddings and excursions, Sainaba’s father suggested including special buses. Though they could charge more, withdrawing a bus for this purpose would inconvenience the regular passengers. They also had to take a new permit for each non-regular trip. Also, for weddings and other such tours, better-looking buses were desirable.

Sagara Travels introduced two tourist buses with bodies built by TVS in Bangalore. With everyone and their uncle in the valley wishing to travel in those new tourist buses, it became difficult to even give their staff holidays. This led to Sagara Travels giving priority to tourist buses over their scheduled services.

To reach Bangalore from Thalassery by train, the northern route was Mangalore, Hassan and Channarayapatna. The southern route was via Shornur, Coimbatore, Salem and Krishnagiri. Either way it was more than 24 hours’ journey. However, by road, the route was Makkoottam Pass, Hunsur, Mysore and Mandya, which could be done in one night.

A rickety Kerala State Road Transport Corporation bus was plying on the route. If buses were provided with push-back seats that allowed people to sleep, people would be happy to travel overnight.

Sainaba’s father presented his case, which was immediately greenlit by Shukoor Haji.

At the same time a bus left Bangalore for Thalassery, another would start from Thalassery for Bangalore. Every seat was taken for the maiden overnight intercity trip as it followed the routes taken by the coal-fired bus of Sainaba’s grandfather.

Accompanying Neeru on the night bus to Bangalore, Jeremias’s mind was full of guilt. Arun had left on the third day after the wedding. He used to call home once a week before the wedding. After his return to Bangalore, even that had stopped. Arun had a mobile phone, and whenever they called, he would reply that he was busy and would call later.

Jeremias started to feel that he had slipped up again in the case of Neeru when she told him that Arun had some serious issues and Jeremias should intervene to get that treated. As he was drawn into other people’s problems, did he think that he could ignore his son?

After Elsie had died, he should have taken more interest in his son’s upbringing. With Elsie’s departure, did Arun get distanced from him? Not so, Jeremias had been involved in his studies, employment, wedding and all connected matters. He had not remarried only because he was unsure if Arun would like it or not. He had not pampered him like a mother would have. Did he really think of it as pampering? Isn’t it more loving? To do that, Jeremias’s own mother was around. Till he finished his tenth standard, he used to sleep in Kathrinamma’s bed. He was sent to the hostel after that so that he could escape the loneliness in their house. Most of the children of Perumpadi continued their education there after the secondary school. Where did he go wrong? Was it in not remarrying?

Neeru was seated a few rows behind him beside a young nun. Jeremias turned back and looked at her over the seats. The nun was praying the rosary. Neeru seemed to have joined her in prayers.

In the dim light of the bus, though both of them were not looking at each other, they seemed to sense when one’s prayer would end for the other to pick up from there. Jeremias felt that their silent prayers with only their lips moving was not Hail Mary Rosary but direct laments of their sorrows into God’s ears.
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Dr Pris Augustine’s Clinic

Bangalore had many mental health institutes. The Perumpadians knew of only two of them, the prominent one being Winchance Hospital. If anyone in Perumpadi reached a stage where they needed to be treated for mental problems, Jeremias would take them to Winchance Hospital. Jeremias got to know the hospital when he had taken someone from outside Perumpadi for treatment. And later, when he had to take Charanthanam Moncy.

The Charanthanam family was prosperous; they had about eight acres of rubber estate interspersed with areca palms, cocoa trees, coconut palms and cashew trees. This meant that even if the price for one product tanked, another produce would make up for that loss. If not from those produces, sales from their small broiler chicken farm were enough to cover their expenses.

Since they were well-to-do, Moncy found a bride from a similar family. However, they were not farmers, but employees. Beena, whom Moncy married, was the only one in that family who was not educated. Her four siblings were either teachers or government officials. They did not work on the land. When Beena first came into the Charanthanam house, she was reluctant to work on the land or in the kitchen.

Since Moncy’s mother treated her like her own daughter, held her close and showed her how things were done, Beena quickly adjusted to the chores both inside and outside the house. She understood that all the property was hers and she had to take care of it.

Beena had decided that her children should not take after their father and should be educated and work in offices. This led her to tell Moncy that their four-year-old should be admitted in the LKG in the new CBSE-syllabus school started by nuns in Perumpadi.

‘Oh, they may be charging hefty fees. We’ll enrol him in Perumpadi School. We all studied there, didn’t we?’ Moncy said.

‘That’s why you have to muck around in this dung and dirt. Whatever you may say, I will send my son to a good school.’

Beena stuck to her guns. By the time the academic year was to start, the fight had gone up several notches and reached physical violence. After a big row one night, Beena bundled up all her things and returned to her house. Moncy realized that things would go out of hand since she had left with a black eye and swollen face thanks to his manhandling.

That evening, a car load of people arrived from Beena’s home. Before their arrival, Moncy’s father had gone to meet Jeremias. When Jeremias reached there, the sight that met him was of a crazed Moncy running around the house with a chopper in hand, hacking down banana plants, and his family members cowering in fear and hiding from him.

‘Moncy, give me the chopper.’ When Jeremias said that, what Moncy did was cut down one more plant. Talking to him gently for some time, Jeremias managed to take the chopper from him eventually. With more persuasion, he managed to get Moncy into a room that held no lethal weapons and shut him inside. By that time, Beena too had arrived, having been told of the happenings.

Under the guidance of Jeremias, the whole night, both families discussed what should be done with Moncy. The final decision was that he should be taken to Winchance Hospital in Bangalore. To prevent him from getting violent, his hands were bound with a torthu. By the time they reached the hospital the next day, Moncy had calmed down but his speech was incoherent.

‘We will not put him in a cell; we need to observe him. If he creates trouble though, we may have to. For two days he will be kept along with others,’ the doctor said.

When they accompanied him to the ward, they saw the other patients. Some were laughing continuously; others were muttering and babbling; some remained mute. Together in the company of others who refused to obey the warders and were peripatetic, singing songs, cussing and cursing, staring and glaring, tearing off their clothes, it was a huge house of people who were left with only themselves.

Moncy called Beena to his side. Asking others to leave them alone, he spoke, ‘Edi, shouldn’t we educate our son?’

‘Yes.’

‘Renovate our house?’

‘Yes.’

‘You wish to buy a car, don’t you?’

‘I do.’

‘Without tapping rubber, tending to our crops, if I remain with all these lunatics here, do you think all this can be done? What do you want now, admit our son in an English medium school? That’s acceptable to me. I will buy one more set of hens; all you have to do is look after them. They’ll fetch enough for the fees. One more thing, there should be no more talk of yesterday’s assault. So, what shall we do? Are you going to admit me here or are we going back? What’s the decision?’

‘We could have brought our son too,’ Beena said, when they were returning after doing some sightseeing in Bangalore.

‘The only thing is that a few banana plants have been lost,’ one of Moncy’s brothers-in-law said.

‘How have been they lost? Those hacked down are seedlings that need replanting. Tomorrow itself they have to be replanted in the other end of the hill. All the leaves will be given to the milch cow. She’s to be fed too, right? Since Beena had gone away, there was no one to cut the grass.’

Moncy spoke without any hesitation. Thereafter, all the problems that cropped in their family were resolved by Moncy himself.

Arun took Jeremias and Neeru to Dr Pris Augustine’s clinic and not to Winchance. He was a Malayali psychiatrist who had made a name for himself within a short period. He hailed from Thimiri, on the eastern valley of Taliparamba. Though his mother Rosily had studied up to the tenth standard, as they were too poor to let her study further, her family got her hitched to Augusty. Many people had advised them against the alliance, because Augusty was the official taster of the Horse Nabob.

The man was given the name because he had built a statue of a horse in front of the bar he ran in Karuvanchery. Rather than smuggling spirit from neighbouring states, adding colour and selling them as Indian made foreign liquor, the Horse Nabob thought it more expedient to manufacture his own spirit, add colour and sell it. To do that, he had taken three or four plots of land near Alakode, designating them as copra drying ground, cashew processing floor and so on.

In private conversations, he was very open about his dependability as a supplier of liquor. ‘I make the real thing like the foreigners do. And what do they do? They malt and ferment wheat and distil it to make whisky; I ferment paddy. They ferment grapes and make brandy. Instead, I do it with cashew juice fermentation. We should supply good liquor to the public. That’s why I am very generous with the excise officials. What’s more, what I produce is tested in many places before it is bottled. It can be drunk without fear.’

Horse Nabob could state this with confidence, thanks to three or four tasters like Augusty. The instruction that Nabob had given his workers was to add every kind of arsenic that could be added to increase the intoxication.

To measure the level of toxins in the alcohol, when each batch was made, Augusty or other tasters were given a couple of glasses from it. Only if nothing happened to them was the stuff bottled after adding the colour. A couple of times Augusty had collapsed, frothing at the mouth. He was saved because Nabob’s men had hauled him to the hospital immediately. Whatever sent Augusty crashing to the floor was not sent to the bars.

Augusty or someone worse, it did not matter. What drove Rosily’s mother was the thought that she could be rid of at least one of her daughters. From the day she stepped into Augusty’s home, life became a living hell for Rosily.

She spent most nights, hugging her two children, under some tree or between some rocks. However, even in those dire situations, she ensured that her children did their lessons. Aware that Augusty would find their hiding place if she lit a lamp, she had a one-side cutaway biscuit tin under which she kept a lit candle for their studies.

During his post-graduate studies, Dr Pris had chosen his own mother’s experience as a case study to show how the human mind gets inured to its circumstances and becomes so numbed that it loses all its capacity to react.

Pris would have been around ten or eleven years old. A family reformation retreat was being held in a church in the neighbourhood. The parish priest had instructed that the whole family should participate. Since she knew Augusty would not join them, Rosily and their two children went for the retreat.

The retreat was between 3 p.m. and 7 p.m. After the opening prayers and sometime after the priest had started the class, Augusty appeared at the entrance of the hall with a big stick in his hand. He could not locate Rosily from the entrance. To get a better view, he climbed on to the stage on which the priest stood. The priest asked him to leave.

‘You go on with your sermon, Father. I am looking for my wife. You continue.’

With that, a trembling Rosily stood up from the floor where she had been sitting with her head bowed.

‘Ah, you have been sitting here all the while! Come here!’ He beckoned to her with his stick. ‘What have you cooked at home to come and attend this carnival?’

The priest told him firmly to leave the hall.

‘I am talking to my wife. Don’t come in between us.’

As soon as Rosily was within reach, he swung the stick and thrashed her twice on her thighs. The children who were behind her, screamed in terror and hugged her.

‘That’s all for now. The rest after we get home. Walk, you cunt. Father, you continue with your retreat. Let the public become righteous,’ Augusty said, twirling the stick.

Though a few men present there did get up when they saw a woman being brutalized so openly, the sentiment of the majority was not to get involved when a husband was thrashing his wife.

He kept beating his wife and children all the four kilometres to their home, on a path that was dark, stony and undulating. Rosily fell a number of times.

‘Get up, you whore,’ he said, while he kept beating her with the stick. When the stick became frayed, he broke off branches from the side of the path and used them. After reaching home he switched to hitting her with his hand. Yet, the next morning, Rosily served bed tea for her husband.

Dr Pris had pondered over how human minds reconcile with such experiences. He had made some notes on this, though without any intention of publishing them. One such note said, ‘Though helplessness has been cited as the main reason for accepting victimhood, it is a fact that there are many other factors. There are examples of this in humanity’s social life. Since it is mostly women who are victimized, we see that such personalities who accept and tolerate this is more among women.

‘It is not only in movies and novels that we come across women who fall in love with men who have made them hostages. There are many reports from the US and Europe of women who love and are willing to do anything for hardened criminals who terrorize and hurt them.

‘Though it may not be relevant here that even in Kerala many criminals have more than one lover, that these women are tortured by these men and yet their love for these criminals does not get attenuated, is noteworthy.

‘If these are signs of servility in man-woman relationships, when it comes to families, things become more complex. Where these relationships are not legalized, there is more freedom to escape from this subjugation. Only those who are of a typical mindset and prefer to be in bondage need to continue in such relationships. External circumstances are not a hindrance to them in breaking such relationships.

‘However, when we examine the case of couples joined by religious obligations, we would see that they are not in a happy place. Dissolute and criminal acts take place in such families where forgiveness is forced from the victim. The claim that the Indian family system is staunchly cohesive can be true only in a male-dominant and paternalistic society. If the criterion of personal liberty is used, it can be seen that this vaunted cohesiveness is at best only a sign of slavishness.

‘In India, although democracy is practised in other social institutions, both religion and the family system ordained under it are marked by centralized authority. Abusive denial of liberty and violence, born of this centralized authority, are happening in our families all the time. Women are mainly the victims of such domestic violence that are not allowed to be brought before, much less dealt with by, extant laws.

‘Indian women are genetically inclined to a slavish mentality. The notion that this servility is the keystone of our sense of family life, and if that is lost, the family would be torn asunder is what makes the women go through such tribulations and sufferance thereof. The reason for this is that the anti-woman milieu created by religious beliefs and proscriptions predominate.

‘The family is extended with the arrival of children. Wives in families that are not so extended, that is, women who remain childless, are more reactive and responsive. What is to be learnt from this is that most women suffer through the depredations of their men for the sake of their children and their development.

‘Though the child is also his, not only does a man not give a woman the consideration for the role she assumes as the child’s mother, but the religious leaders also create a feeling in the women that in that role she is bounden to bear many inequities.

‘In effect, as seen in a majority of mammals, child-rearing becomes the sole responsibility of the female sex. Or a religion-based social life teaches so. Where in other animals, mothers become more aggressive for the protection of her brood, in case of humans, she become more docile. It must be said that this difference excepted, basic animal nature relating to the care of children in families has not undergone any refinement in modern man.’

Though Dr Pris had prepared many papers on family life after his PG course, that was not part of his practice, for which he had concentrated more on gender dysphoria. In order to learn more about it, he interacted with people who were experiencing a conflict between their biological sex and their gender identity.

Possibly because he was himself concerned with family life, he decided to conduct experiments and work on whether people with gender dysphoria or were queer could have a proper social life, which comprised their own parents, siblings and spouses and a larger extended family.

He found Bangalore a more suitable location than Kerala for such an institution. The reason was that in Kerala most of his patients were living in denial or hiding their real personalities. In Bangalore, they were not constrained by the social milieu and it gave them more freedom to live in accordance with their sexual orientation. Therefore, many Malayalis who were members of the sexual minority had chosen to live there.

The first person he summoned to his counselling room was Neeru. After making some preliminary enquiries, he asked her, ‘You have the habit of reading, don’t you?’

‘Yes.’

‘That is good, because it will help you look at things objectively. When I say things such as the chaste mind of Indian women, I hope you can understand what all points that touches?’

Neeru nodded, unsure. Dr Pris continued to look at her and continued, ‘I never waste an opportunity to talk about my mother. That’s because my mother has suffered a lot for the sake of her family. I am not certain whether that sufferance—after giving up all the rights and liberties as a human being—was correct or not. The right and wrong of that can be decided only by my mother. Likewise, the rights and wrongs of what is happening with you in your life now, will depend on your decisions.’

Since she had understood things vaguely from the incidents on her first night, Neeru was not bewildered by the doctor’s preamble.

‘Even before her wedding, my mother knew of the cruel ways of my father. Yet she didn’t refuse to marry him. Forget that, when the physical abuse and humiliation started after the wedding, she could have walked out of the marriage. However, my mother decided to live through that misery. This is not the age my mother lived in, when more importance is given to personal liberty and rights as an individual. Today, if you take a decision, you will not have to face the same opprobrium that women faced a generation ago. Now is a time for Neeru to take a decision.’

Neeru sat for some time with her head bowed. She wiped her tears and asked, ‘Arun would have known all this already. Why did he still marry me?’

‘Neeru, the earliest person with sexual dysphoria that we know of is Shikhandi in Mahabharata. King Drupada, his father, had him marry the Dasharna King Hiranyavarna’s daughter. It was an attempt to hide his true self and live as a man. But, after the first night, the princess recognized that he was a transgender and complained to her father. When the king sent his men to enquire about this, Shikhandi hid himself. If the princess had not raised a complaint at that time, that family would have continued like any other family. I know of women who, faced with similar situations, carry on with their husbands without complaining to their fathers or confessing to anyone else. Which is why I said that the decision has to be yours. There is no hurry; you may take your time.’

Neeru had stopped crying. However, even Dr Pris could not judge what was happening inside her from her expression.

When Dr Pris met Jeremias, his questions were more about the families in Perumpadi. Since he could make out that Jeremias had good knowledge of issues in families, he started on Arun’s case without a preface.

‘Sir, as with every human being, Arun has his own individual personality. Unfortunately, that personality is one which our larger society cannot accept. This is what made him do things on the sly. In his imagination, his psyche, he is not able to accept a woman as his partner. You should accept this truth.’

The last time Jeremias was stunned into a kind of numbness was when the oncologist in Vellore Cancer Centre informed him that Elsie’s cancer was terminal. Though he had heard of queers, the ordinary man in Jeremias could not believe or accept that his own son would turn out to be one.

The Jeremias Paul who had been part of many others’ life experiences as a detached mediator, in his new avatar, accepted the unusual condition of another human being who merited empathy and listened to the doctor keenly.

‘The question of why Arun has turned out to be so is not relevant. It may be congenital or due to circumstances. When I spoke to Arun, he told me that he is repulsed by female genitalia. It may be due to some particular childhood experience. Whatever it is, we should not dig deeper. One of the reasons is that we would not succeed even if we tried to get him back to the kind of personality that we desire. What we can do is leave him to his way of life. In Bangalore, he has found a partner and they are living together happily now. The same partner had given him the wrong advice to marry when he came to know that you were pressing him to do so. Leave her at home after marriage; after that your father will not bother you; we can live together in Bangalore; later we can adopt a child and give it to Neeru—these were his instructions. It’s Neeru’s fate that both of them didn’t have the maturity to think about the life of the girl in this marriage. This is not something that can be corrected. I had advised her to think on those lines.’

Dr Pris gave Neeru adequate time to come to a considered decision. Till she did so, it was decided that Arun should go home every month, they should not do anything that might alienate him from the family, and their behaviour should show that his queerness had been accepted by them.

While the doctor and Jeremias were discussing the course of action, Neeru remained silent. She asked herself if life was something that could be regimented mechanically using collective decisions made on proscriptions and bye-laws.

During their return journey, she arrived at an inconclusive decision to let life take its course, as she felt it was now out of her hands.
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Ascetics

When Prasannan decided to flee from his home and teashop, what drove him was the thought that he should get away from the calamities, from his son’s waywardness, brought on by ineluctable black magic. That night, limping on his broken leg, Prasannan reached Irupuzha and took the early morning bus to Kodagu. With a torthu wound around his head to escape from being recognized, he took a window seat in the middle of the bus, kept the shutter down and alighted at Gonikuppa.

He went around for three days trying to find some work that could be done even with a broken leg. Then a Malayali told him that a coffee estate around twenty kilometres from Gonikuppa needed a cook for its workers. He went there and found the surroundings acceptable. All the workers were Malayalis and all he had to do was cook food to their taste.

Although he had a broken leg, he could make not only kanji, but also appam, parotta and fried snacks; the owner and workers quickly took to him. When they sat around relaxing after work, and Prasannan started to narrate his brand of stories, the workers started to feel that his leg should have been broken earlier so that he would have come to them sooner.

When the leg healed, he had the feeling that if he exerted himself some more he could earn more. He started to rise at 3 a.m. and finish the cooking; he then joined the other workers in the plantation. It was while he was earning double wages and leading a happy life that with the words, ‘Hey, Prasannetta, so you have come here after all?’, Kalathil Raju from Perumpadi appeared before him. He too had joined as an estate worker.

The next morning Prasannan left the place without informing anyone.

Wherever he went in Kodagu, after a few days, someone or the other from Perumpadi always cropped up. Deciding that Kodagu was not a safe refuge, Prasannan headed to Thiruvithamkoor. However, finding work there was not as easy as in Kodagu.

After searching for work for a few days, he got acquainted with a eucalyptus oil and caraway seeds tablets peddler at the Kothamangalam bus terminal. The man wanted to spend a few days with his second wife at Palakkad and asked Prasannan to take over the trade till his return.

After spending the day peddling the oil and tablets in the buses parked in the terminal, at night he would curl up on one of the benches in the terminal. The sales were satisfactory for two days but on the second night, a new-broom sub-inspector who had taken charge at the Kothamangalam police station, in his attempt to sweep the place clean, gathered up all the people sleeping in the bus terminal and took them to the police station.

After taking down their names and addresses, he turned on Prasannan, ‘Where’s all the oil and tablets coming from? Do you have a licence to make them?’

The caraway tablets were actually homeopathy pills into which caraway essence had been infused. The eucalyptus oil was likewise its essence mixed with some unknown solvent. The owner of all these technologies had handed over the business to Prasannan with the strict instruction not to reveal such trade secrets to anyone. Prasannan, therefore, did not have much to share with the SI.

‘I am warning you. Don’t let yourself be seen in this area with such spurious stuff. Find an honest job, move into a rented accommodation with an address and house number and all that. You can’t sleep in the bus terminal, is that clear?’

‘Yes sir.’ He moved to one side.

The next to be summoned was an ascetic sporting saffron clothes. He spoke more in English than in Malayalam. Once the SI understood that he was Ishtaswaroopananda, the founder and head of an ashram near Kollam, the SI became pleasant. Ishtaswaroopananda was on his way back from Munnar and was waiting at the terminal, having missed the connection. The SI apologized and let him leave.

When Prasannan asked, ‘May I too go?’ though the SI let out a few expletives, he let Prasannan go.

Prasannan walked back to the terminal along with the ascetic. A reverence kept growing within Prasannan as he looked at the swamiji. At the zenith of that reverence, Prasannan told the swamiji his life story and the blight he suffered through black magic. Relieved after unburdening himself, Prasannan asking the swamiji what he should do next.

The honesty in Prasannan’s words appealed to the swamiji. He realized that this was no vagabond. If what he had said was to be believed, he had considerable property in his name. Moreover, he was someone from his own community.

He also remembered his guru’s words that help given to solvent people in their troubled times was the best investment.

‘A day is over. Another one is beginning.’

Since his guru had taught him that ascetics spoke in such loaded statements, swamiji said thus, looking up at the sky.

‘Truly,’ Prasannan said with folded hands, recognizing that the swamiji had said something portentous.

‘Do one thing. Till your troubles are over, Prasanna, you can stay in the ashram. We can decide later what is to be done.’

The bus fare for swamiji was also paid by Prasannan. He did not consider it as a loss.

The ashram at Kollam was relatively new. Swamiji had started the ashram not because he had a problem with his guru, but with the coterie around him. Since he was not a scoundrel, a few people were prepared to leave with him. The Chaitanya Ashram, therefore, had eight ascetics and eleven disciple volunteers.

The swamiji had developed a kriya, which he called Panchabhoothavimalikruthajeevan, by cleansing four—Air, Water, Earth, Fire—of the five elements that make up the corporal body. He had discovered that the fifth element, the Sky, was the soul itself that gave life to the body.

Panchabhoothavimalikruthajeevan aimed at enabling attainment of moksha through the cleansing of the five elements. Ishtaswaroopananda’s creed was that every scientific method developed by humans, who were in themselves a reflection of godliness, could be used towards this end. In practice, this meant organic cultivation could be deployed to cleanse the earth, environmental cleanliness to cleanse the water, planting of neem, tulsi, pipal and similar vegetation to cleanse the air, and using clean fuels to purify the fire. With this, the bodies of every living creature would be cleansed.

However, a man from Thiruvananthapuram, who had joined initially as a volunteer, then later quarrelled with swamiji and returned to temporal life, had described the kriya thus: ‘Oh yeah, everything is a scam of the swamis. They sell vegetables at cut-throat prices. What’s so special about them? That they have been chewed through by pests? Do you think all the vegetables are produced by them? Those are pest-eaten vegetables bought from the market. And then they sell saplings of tulsi, and what the fuck is the other one called, yes, neem, at extortionate prices. The forest department sells it at ten rupees. These guys sell at one hundred and twenty! Then there’s the water filter pot. They put in some soil and roots in it. Five thousand rupees. What else, ah, there’s that thermocol box carried by the ecology warriors. For keeping an aluminium pot inside it, they take eight thousand rupees. Everything is money. And they call themselves swamijis. Let them. One more way to make a living. What else is it?’

When he joined as the twelfth volunteer, Prasannan too could not adjust to the ways of the ashram. The inmates had to get up only by 5 a.m. Prasannan was habituated to rising at 3 a.m. There was an assembly and prayers in the morning. What was the need? Waste of time.

After all this, when they headed for the farms, Prasannan found the attitude of the volunteers, herded by the swamijis, the most irritating. They moved about like mothers just out of their confinement. They seemed to believe that if they exerted themselves, they would cease to be swamijis. There was a half-hour break at 11 a.m. and another one-and-a-half-hour break in the afternoon. Late evening was spent in singing hymns and praying. What was the need for all this rigmarole? What was holding them back from doing whatever work they could do till 10 p.m.?

After a few days, Prasannan sounded out his doubts to a volunteer who seemed to be educated. Kanakan, from Thovala in Idukki, had joined the ashram after deserting his wife and children.

‘This is enthusiasm that comes from being a newbie sevaatma. We are not doing a transactional service after receiving remuneration. This is unremunerated devotional service to God. The right way to do it is peacefully, genially and restfully.’ When Prasannan heard him bleating this, he decided not pursue the matter further. In a few days he understood what the sevaatma had said was true. The volunteers were really workers who were paid no wages.

With that realization, Prasannan’s devotional service also turned restful, but he could not reconcile to the hymn-singing and prayers in the morning and evening. During the lunchbreak one day, he broached the subject with Kanakan with much diffidence.

‘Those are all part of the ashram’s routine. We need to involve ourselves only physically; we can let our minds wander wherever we want them to go. If sevaatma will not tell anyone else, I shall reveal something.’

‘Oh, whom can I tell all this? I hear through one ear and let it out through the other. That has always been my nature.’

‘When all singing and praying happens, although I move my lips and nod my head, what goes through my mind is my life before my previous life.’

What Kanakan meant by previous life was his married life. He was recalling his life when he had strutted about as a statuesque, all-masculine stud of his place.

‘What the fuck is there to recall so much?’ Forgetting that he was in an ashram, Prasannan had slipped into his teashop persona when he asked that.

Prasannan’s words sent Kanakan reeling back to the kind of language he had given up after a few days of life in the ashram.

‘Oh, what can I tell you, chetta, it was some life! Before I got married, I was the leading rake in our place. I don’t know if you’d believe me, but wherever I went, there would be four or five wenches around me.’

‘That’s interesting. Is there some meaty stuff worth listening to?’

‘There is much. Then, as now, I have believed that men should never go crawling to women. If they come, flirt and offer themselves, I take them. I never make a pass; I never proposition any girl.’

‘It should be always that way. If one surrenders to women that is the end. They have an impulsive, mono-track mind, but lack the intelligence to think over and do things. The lioness ended up where she was because of this.’

‘Chetta, feminine intelligence is trifling. This happened in a house where a wedding was to take place. The girl was a motor-mouth and was grinding chillies. When I told her grind it faster, after your grinding is over, I need to put it in, she took off on me—you men know only to talk dirty; try grinding only then you will know how difficult it is and so on. I said each one of us have been given the work that we can do. Men will do their work and women theirs. When she heard that, she said that is old-fashioned thinking. Now anyone can do any work. I can do anything a man can do. I asked her, you are sure you can do it? She said, for sure, what is it that you need me to do? I said you have that vessel by the side of the grinding stone, take that and hold it there. I will stand here and piss into it and fill it. After that I will hold the vessel here. My sweetie-pie should piss from there and fill it. After that I never saw even her shadow. That’s all there’s to it,’ said Kanakan.

There were a few things left unsaid by Kanakan in that story. The girl who had been grinding the chilli decided that she would marry the man who had insulted her in front of others, tie a rope around his waist and make him dance to her tune like a show monkey.

Since she was a capable woman, she ensured that her decision was implemented. Kanakan stayed with her till they had two children. Thereafter, when he could not take it any more, forswearing every kind of cohabitation with the female of the species in this birth and all rebirths to come, he had run away to the ashram.

‘Absolutely. In my house I wouldn’t let my wife meddle with anything important. The result was that I earned a lot of wealth, as much as I desired. But what’s the use? My son’s mildewed dick has eaten all that up,’ Prasannan said.

‘You had mentioned some lioness. What was that about?’ Kanakan asked.

‘This is a story that I tell the kids when we all laze around. The lion is the king of the jungle, right? The young lion in the forest where our story takes place had reached the marriageable age. Since he was strong and healthy with luxurious mane and whiskers, the alliance was finalized without delay. The bride was the daughter of the lion from the neighbouring forest. She was sensible, but insufferably vain, believing that her father was some kind of an overlord from a noble family. She displayed that in her demeanour and posture. Things are the same with lions as with humans. The first day’s performance is important. But unlike us, they don’t sacrifice sleep to do it. They do it during the day, what the hell! After they were done, the lioness felt the lion was not at all bad. But she hadn’t given up her arrogance about her lineage.

‘The next morning, a fox, not a big one, merely the size of two conjoined cats, came in front of the lion’s den and flashed himself. Flashing, meaning he lifted his tail. He blew her four kisses too. That riled the lioness; she had never seen such a shameless act. She went and reported the incident to the lion.

‘However, the lion told her to forgive and forget, after all it was a puny fox. That riled the lioness more. She said, boyo, let me tell you something. You do know the family I come from. If a puny fox comes and flashes me, I am not an ass or a swine to retire and go to sleep. I am a lioness. A lioness is what I am! The lion tried his best to mollify the furious lioness—it’s not that; he’s very cunning. It’s better to leave him alone. Why should we stir up trouble? But would she calm down? Finally, she told him this: I shall forgive it this day. If he repeats it, I shall not leave him. Since the lion knew well the fox’s nature, he had a troubled sleep that night.

‘He woke up to the roar of the lioness. The fox was standing in front of their den. He did not stop with the flashing. He did many acts that I cannot describe within the premises of this ashram. Would the lioness let him be? She leapt towards him. The fox took tail. She pursued him. He was adept at quick directional changes. After some distance, he ran under a curved root that was protruding from the ground. Blinded by rage, the lioness pursued him closely. The fox being small, passed through the root, stopped and turned back to look. The lioness was caught in the root, jammed and unable to move.

‘The fox returned, took his time, kissed her all over and raped her brutally. Then the sly one laughed, lit a beedi, and still laughing, went on his way. After a long struggle, the bedraggled lioness managed to free herself and return to the den. The lion asked her, what happened in your pursuit of the fox? Oh, I let it go. A wretched fox—do you think we lions will tangle with one? Don’t we have our own dignity? the lioness said as if nothing had happened.

‘All right, if you say so. Take this husk, take a bath, scrub yourself well everywhere and come back. After two months I shall get the midwife and handle everything. If not, this den will be overrun by fox kits. The lioness collapsed against the chest of the lion, calling him my darling. With that she was deflated. Once when they were lying around, the lioness spoke to the lion—darling, if I ask you something, don’t be annoyed. How did you know what the fox had done? A long time ago, I too had chased him. That root was there at that time too. Though the lioness asked—aha, does that fellow do that too?—the lion did not explain more about the perverted fox.’

Though the story was rather long, Kanakan listened to it intently and even etched a mental image, like the one seen in children’s illustrated storybooks, of the forest, streams, vines and gnarled roots that trapped animals.

‘Isn’t the moral of the story that we shouldn’t tangle with cunning people?’ Kanakan asked, since finding the moral in every story was his way of enjoying one.

Thereafter, Prasannan started to narrate such parables and morality tales for the inmates of the ashram. Perhaps since stories have, from time immemorial, held power over the human mind, all of them including the swamijis became a regular audience of Prasannan’s stories.

Swami Ishtaswaroopananda started to notice that everyone was doing their prayers and hymn-singing for namesake and gathering around Prasannan to listen to his stories. His guru also used to enlighten his disciples through stories.

The guru used to say stories had more power than any sterling words of advice. The supreme master of the ashram was happy that his newest inmate was an accomplished preceptor. He decided to listen to Prasannan’s tales himself.

‘Swami, would it upset you? My stories will have some spice here and there,’ Prasannan asked him with trepidation.

‘Son, have no fear, please narrate.’

Trusting swamiji’s words, Prasannan started his narration. When he concluded, swamiji did not find anything amiss. He complimented Prasannan before heading to his chamber. However, when he lay down, he started to think about many things. Often thoughts that come while a person is in repose are what lead men to reach many decisions.

More than his own pronouncements, the inmates were listening to Prasannan’s words. All his stories were relatable to family life. The inmates who lived there without even a whiff of a woman accepted such tales with the pleasure of a parched land receiving summer rains. If things continued this way, everyone would rather listen to Prasannan’s stories.

There was something more in Prasannan that others lacked—the health and willingness to work hard. He was capable of building things. Swami recalled the circumstances in which he had decided to split from his guru and strike out on his own.

A wise master of the ashram will keep only the ne’er-do-wells with him in the ashram. Therefore, a Prasannan was not welcome here.

The next morning, swamiji summoned Prasannan and handed over some money, enough for him to reach some place. He told Prasannan to leave the ashram immediately and never return.

Prasannan learnt a new moral of the story that day. People in positions of power use many ruses to learn things from others. Do not fall for their ruses and blabber endlessly.

When he was leaving the ashram, Prasannan too had to come to some decisions. For nearly three years he had been wandering through many places. What had led him to it? The shame brought on them by his son. All the wealth and property he had accumulated over the years were still within reach. Why should that be left to his son and his slutty wife? He had left the place not wanting to listen to the gossip of Perumpadians. Was there one gentleman in Perumpadi with an unsullied record? He would be able to narrate at least one scurrilous thing about every family there. So, why should he stay away from Perumpadi?

Prasannan alighted from the bus at Perumpadi just as the cortège of Kathrinachedathi was entering the church premises.

She had died the previous afternoon. She used to read books till five days before collapsing onto the bed, never to rise again. She also used to tell Neeru her opinion on those books.

When she became bedridden, she asked Neeru to read out the Bible to her. Kathrinachedathi told her to read from the second paragraph of any page she opened at random after saying her prayers. Neeru followed her instructions. In the Book of Genesis, she read the passage that narrated the origin of Moabites and Ammonites.

‘Now Lot went up out of Zoar and settled in the hills with his two daughters, for he was afraid to stay in Zoar; so he lived in a cave with his two daughters.

And the firstborn said to the younger, “Our father is old, and there is not a man on earth to come in to us after the manner of all the world.

Come, let us make our father drink wine, and we will lie with him, so that we may preserve offspring through our father.”

So they made their father drink wine that night; and the firstborn went in and lay with her father; he did not know when she lay down or when she rose.

On the next day, the firstborn said to the younger, “Look, I lay last night with my father; let us make him drink wine tonight also; then you go in and lie with him, so that we may preserve offspring through our father.”

So they made their father drink wine that night also; and the younger rose, and lay with him; and he did not know when she lay down or when she rose.

Thus both the daughters of Lot became pregnant by their father.

The firstborn bore a son and named him Moab; he is the ancestor of the Moabites to this day.

The younger also bore a son and named him Ben-ammi; he is the ancestor of the Ammonites to this day.’

When Neeru finished reading the passage, tears were streaming down Kathrinachedathi’s cheeks. Although Neeru asked her many times why she was crying, she remained silent. Two days later, when Neeru was alone with her, she told her something. It was a secret that she had carried with her all these years.

‘My child, this happened many, many years ago. I saw a child being delivered on my way back from Koottupuzha where I had gone to order a large basket. His mother was delivering our Kocharaghavan into the river. I brought them both home. Though I had asked her who the father was, she only said it was one of the men in her clan. Much later, when she came here one day, she told me the truth. It was Uruppumalil Mani, those days a bigshot around these parts. To be honest with you, it was Arun’s uncle. His mother Elsie’s eldest brother. I have not told even Jeremias this truth. Why I am telling you this now is because our elders have said that we should not die carrying secrets to our graves. Even if I wanted to tell this to Father during the confession, this is not a sin to confess, is it?’

There were also other secrets inside Kathrinachedathi, which she could not decide were sins or not. She had planned to tell those to Neeru during her last days. Although during her last two days on this earth, she was able to talk, she did not realize it was voiceless chatter that no one could hear. Unaware no sounds emerged from her, she kept prattling on. The first incident she spoke of was what led to Arun being made to sleep separately, away from his mother Elsie.

He was three or four years old then. Elsie had lost consciousness due to uncontrolled haemorrhaging. Kathrinamma, who was returning from some visit, called out Elsie’s name as the house was silent. All that she could hear as she went in were the low sobs of Arun from Elsie’s room. When she opened the door, the sight that met her was a red sea of clotted and fresh blood. Drenched in blood, Arun sat sobbing, staring at the source of all that blood.

Kathrinamma swept him up and swabbed him down. With whatever rags she could lay her hands on, she tried to stanch the flow of blood and ran out and shouted for help. With the help of people who answered her cries, Elsie was taken to the hospital. That enabled Elsie to live for one more year.

After that incident, until he passed his tenth standard exams and joined the hostel, Arun would sleep with Kathrinamma. Though Kathrinamma used to hug him, because of his revulsion for certain parts of a woman’s body, he would move away from her and sleep on his stomach.

No one heard all that Kathrinachedathi said. Sitting by the bed of God’s helper, Neeru watched her moving lips. Neeru understood that she was talking to her about this life rife with complexities. She was predicting many things silently with her eyes closed and sometimes with them open.

Though she could not hear with her ears, all that Kathrinamma said was clear to Neeru. As she wondered how she would become capable to face so much in life all by herself, behind her brimming eyes an unbearable heat began to sear her.
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Perumpadi Library and Youth Club

When the library moved to the new building, Neeru sorted the books, shelved them and made a new catalogue. She knew it was futile work for no one came to the library to borrow books. Once upon a time, it was not so. When the annual grant was received from the Library Council, all the management committee members used to get together to purchase books in a celebratory mood.

Seventy-five per cent of the grant had to be used for buying books. The readers would come up with suggestions. ‘Buy books that are like good tapioca biryani.’

For the Perumpadians, tapioca biryani was an important food. In the case of books, it meant that even after reading, its hot, spicy taste should linger inside; it should be light like the buttery tapioca that could be swiped up with a finger and would dissolve when placed on the tongue; occasionally there should be meat and marrow to bite, tear off, chew on or suck out.

When the bundles brought in from Thalassery were being opened, readers would watch and mentally mark the ones to borrow, depending on the arousal quotient of the book covers.

The librarian those days used to insist that distribution would start only after the books were entered in the register. The new books used to leave the library like unkissed virgin lovers; they used to come back molested, ravished and on the verge of perishing.

When the new building was ready, the library members had only one demand. The library should be shifted upstairs so that it would not hamper the club’s activities. When that happened, untroubled by the readers, the library became Neeru’s private world.

Its window overlooked the church grounds. There were square patches of mango trees that one of the earlier priests had planted to demarcate the school and church grounds. Beyond the grounds was the cemetery where starting from the karanavar of Cherukana, bodies of all the Christians who had lived their lives and passed away in Perumpadi were buried. The last one to be interred there was Kathrinachedathi. In a way, she was the last among the previous generation of book readers in Perumpadi.

‘Seated here, aren’t we traversing through many lands and many eras?’ Kathrinachedathi, who preferred translations, used to say.

‘What a chilly weather and freezing wind in that mountainous region! When he starts the journey in the horse-drawn carriage itself, the heart starts to race. Whatever happens after he starts to live alone with the blood-sucking Dracula, am I not reading sitting alone here? Does one need anything more to die of fright? But can we stop reading because of that? That’s also not possible.’

From her early readings, Kathrinachedathi believed that all the mountainous and hilly regions were backdrops for terrifying stories. However, reading Ruskin Bond’s stories and experiences made her understand that the world had hills and mountains that did not scare people. She used to say that when she visualized the tranquillity of his Himalayas, she was reminded of the saintly priests in their white cassocks.

Her favourite passages were Bond’s descriptions of the monsoon in Dehradun and the Kumaon hills, which it reached after meandering all over western India. As the swirling, raging dark clouds reach the lower reaches of the venerable mountain, the serene elder stops them, gently murmuring they should not proceed further. The clouds do not demur; they rain down for a few days and then leave.

Neeru told Kathrinachedathi that Bond had to spend a lonely childhood amongst the cold and snowy valleys. Kathrinachedathi said almost involuntarily, ‘Like our Arun.’

Neeru did not reply. She did not like to discuss matters relating to Arun with Kathrinachedathi, who also did not say anything further.

Though the library remained lifeless, the club below it occasionally showed signs of life. When cricket and football games were on, people used to come in groups to watch the telecast. Whenever Johnson master, the current secretary of the library, would come, he remained in the club and did not go to the library.

Johnson master was one among the first set of people of Perumpadi who landed government employment. Although he used to read books from the library, he was not particularly keen to attend classes in the college. Since he relied more on library books, his graduation and post-graduation were in Malayalam.

Kannur district, especially its western end, had many who had graduated in Malayalam. Since Johnson was not confident of taking them on in a competitive examination, he applied for jobs in Idukki district, which he was familiar with since he had done a one-year BEd course in Adimaly.

Although he did fairly well in the state public services commission test, he came last in the rank list and his first appointment was at Kallarkutty school. Only when he went to join the school did he discover that Kottayam Pushpanath, the preeminent author of detective novels of that era, was also a teacher there.

Although not as popular as Kottayam Pushpanath, Velappan sir, an author with possibly more readers than Pushpanath, was the headmaster. Since his spectacle lenses were not powerful enough, he used to peer at the world using a magnifying glass.

One of his pastimes was examining the lady teachers—who bustled in and were bowing down to sign the attendance register placed before him—through the lens and exclaiming, ‘Oho, serjjukunno,’ as if surprised by the cleavage. Since what he said was unintelligible, the teachers thanked him and beat a hasty retreat.

The hill slope along which the penstock pipes travel down from the surge tank, which looks like a nipple on the top of a hydroelectric project, is known as surge hill or surge kunnu in the vernacular.

Although the incident in which the magnifying glass came in handy for Velappan sir had happened many decades ago, the school peon Bhasi still narrated the story when speaking of him with the new arrivals.

Velappan sir had never considered that accounts of the fees collected from the students should be submitted to someone. It was enough that the work went on smoothly. Even if someone did demand the accounts, Velappan sir was adept at producing within a short time accounts that would not cause anyone any alarm.

Some of the smart students avoided paying fees when they realized that all the money was being pocketed by Velappan sir. Once, tired by his importuning, some students paid the examination fees the day before the final examination. Without counting it, he pocketed that too and went home.

That evening, when his wife told him that soap was over, he gave a five-rupee note from his pocket to his son and asked him to fetch it. He went till the edge of the yard and turned back saying, ‘Father, something’s written on this note.’

‘Read it out,’ sir told him, too lazy to take out the magnifying glass.

‘Ah, I can’t make it out. It’s all swear words.’

His son handed over the note. Velappan sir fetched the lens and read what was scribbled on the note. Without betraying his feelings after reading it, he looked at his son. The son’s eyes were fixed unseeingly on something and he did not return the gaze. Velappan sir took another five-rupee note, ensured nothing was scribbled on it, and sent his son away once more for the soap.

Velappan sir tried to figure out who could have written it. Whoever it was, it was a challenge thrown at him. The words had rhyme, imagination and courage to tell it as it is. What the writer wanted to do was express his utter contempt for a person. He had succeeded in it remarkably. He had used the only available white space in a currency note as his canvas. But he had overcome the limitation brilliantly. Velappan sir read the words once more.

‘Velappa, take this and suck on it, you doddery sod who buggered the spavined buffalo seventy times, standing on a ladder.’

Relieved that there were no spelling errors, he folded the note and put it in his pocket. Since he had to identify the genius, the next day he sauntered into the examination hall showing disinterest. Using the lens, once he started to compare the handwriting of those who had handed in the examination fees late, the student who wrote on the note stood up.

Velappan sir gifted him the five-rupee note. He also advised him to nurture his talent for writing. He blessed him that he may shine in the literary world. Velappan sir knew that even if the fellow did not study anything else, with that kind of penmanship, he could make a living.

Velappan sir was the author of most of the smutty stories for the pornographic periodicals secretly published by some clandestine press in Adimaly. His stories shook up the industry, lending a different perspective on smutty tales. With Velappan sir’s entry into this field, the extant creations that engendered no passion, went against all logic, and were puerilely perverse lost the market and were soon a footnote in porn literature’s history.

If a compendium of what he had written could be compiled it could have served as a guide book for smutty stories and novels. As with every kind of literature, in porn stories too, the aim is to take the reader to emotional peaks. The stories should contain nothing which would encumber this.

In discussions and seminars, Velappan sir used to share his thoughts that writers who ignored such basic tenets, believed writing porn stories was a walk in the park, and went about writing them thus were doing great harm to the entire field of literature. He was also adamant that his stories should have no syntactical or orthographic errors. He would proofread them at least four or five times before releasing them to the press.

He had a practice of adding caveats to his stories to ensure that the author or publisher did not have to take any moral responsibility for them. For one of the special editions during Onam, his preface read:


‘We are dedicating this collection of stories for the enjoyment and pleasure, with or without the use of their hands, of all adult readers during this Onam season. After being inflamed by reading these stories, if any of the readers go around and do things that might get them battered, or get infected by AIDS, neither the publishers nor writers of this publication shall have any responsibility or liability.’



From his adolescent days, Johnson sir was an avid reader of such stories. It could be said that he entered the world of reading through smutty books. Stuffing them into his waistband and hiding them under the mattress, he had read Velappan sir’s creations many times, but there was no way he could discover the author of these stories that so easily set alight passions.

Peon Bhasi revealed this secret too to Johnson sir. When he was made privy to that secret, Johnson gazed at his headmaster with the same reverence others reserved for their favourite authors.

Johnson wished to discover two facets of Velappan sir’s craft. The leitmotif of his stories was the untethered expression of the secret desires that people suppress in the nethermost cavities of their minds. How did he discover them?

The second: His style and diction were able to entertain both those who could barely read and erudite scholars. How did he develop that language?

However, Velappan sir merely smiled mysteriously when he heard the questions and continued to drink from the bottle to the lees. Since Johnson sir was aware that gifted writers seldom revealed the secret of their craft, he did not press further.

Since his transfer to Wayanad, which statistics had deemed as a backward district, was easily achievable, Johnson sir was not fortunate enough to have a long innings with his favourite author. The only benefit he had while working in the remote school in Wayanad was that he could travel to Perumpadi every week.

Though he had shifted to another district, Velappan sir’s books still gave Johnson sir company. He used to tell his colleagues that his objective was that the habit of reading should not die.

Although he was a great lover of books and reading, in between, he too lost his way and strayed into the visual media subculture. This happened when data connections for mobile phones became popular.

He had become fearful that the habit of watching videos on the phone would destroy his reading habit. Later, he had declaimed that he shifted to e-reading when he realized that the reader in him was on his deathbed. That was not the entire truth. Those were days when data usage cost a bomb. It was more economical to download PDF files of lesser megabytes than watch videos of larger megabytes.

Since the word kochupusthakam—literally ‘little book’ and a catch-all word for all types of smutty literature—was enough to search for his favourite stories on the internet, he discovered a whole universe of smutty tales very easily.

It was more expansive than anything Velappan sir had fabricated and it offered a wide variety of choices. It enabled everyone to read according to their preference—there were sub-categories as adultery, voyeurism, incest, taboo sex, workplace sex, fetishism, lesbian/gay, orgies, wife-swapping, teacher-student liaisons, MILF stories, graphic novels and thousands of stories to pick from. The majority of the people seemed to prefer stories involving incest.

The only cultural institution in Perumpadi progressed with a deserted library upstairs and a busy club downstairs that hosted games, internet connection and a TV. Neeru used to come to the library to avoid the solitude at home. After Kathrinamma’s death, her father Appachan had come to take her home. She did not go with him, not wanting to leave Jeremias alone.

After working in the bank till afternoon, on most days Jeremias would be involved with one mediation or the other till late in the night. Therefore, he had arranged a lady called Kamalakshi to give Neeru company in the night. She was an old woman who never got married because when she was sixteen years old, someone had cheated her and got her pregnant.

Kamalakshiyechi narrated her story to Neeru as if she had been untouched by sorrow all her life. When she described how she was driven out of her house for giving birth to an illicit baby; how she decided to live for her child; the jobs she had to do to bring her up, indulge her and dress her up; how when the daughter grew up she eloped with the blaster from the quarry; she was cheerful. Once Neeru asked her if she was not sorry that her daughter had left her in the lurch.

‘Oh, just because she was born to me, she can’t stop being a woman, can she? Let her live the way she wants to. Only our lives are our own. And we can only take care of that.’ She was still smiling when she said that.

Of late, Jeremias would reach home only after midnight. Kamalakshiyechi would stay awake till he arrived. In the beginning, Neeru would not sleep so that she could serve him dinner. However, after Kathrinamma’s death, Jeremias’s dinners at home became rare. It was not about where he ate; he gave up dinner altogether.

The black teas served during the discussions became his dinner. When Velu was with him, he used to press Jeremias to eat some food. When Velu stopped being his companion, Jeremias had no one to use as a sounding board before deciding his own personal matters.

Velu had no quarrel with Jeremias when you really looked at it. Velu was ready to accept any decision that Jeremias took in his own family matter. His complaint was that he was not given a chance to speak his piece like everyone else.

Velu could not stomach Jeremias’s critical observation that whatever Velu did after a decision was arrived at was wrong and that despite being his constant companion of long standing, Velu did not display the emotional maturity that a social worker should have shown. With that, Velu stopped accompanying Jeremias.

The problems in Velu’s family were not a recent one. His father Balan was a skilled mason of Perumpadi. However, Balettan was better known for his penchant for doing immoral, wanton things openly, things that normal people would confine to their hearts for so many reasons.

Women helpers in his masonry work would never work for more than a day with him. It was not his attempts to get fresh with them that turned them off. It was because he would do it only when other people were present.

His licentious acts and talk shot up in the late evenings when the moonshine or the IMFL hit him. Balettan would stroll through the town, acting as if he was in his full senses and his feet were steady. He would move forward only after he let out a few expletives or made lewd talk with whomever he came across, irrespective of their gender.

Though there were many examples of his ribaldry, the most well-known was his monologue with the nuns. It was past sunset and some sisters were waiting for the bus. Balettan happened to come that way. He stopped when he saw the nuns.

‘Where are you all headed to?’

Since the questioner was Balettan, none of them responded. Without waiting for their response, he let fly the rest of it.

‘You had better go back to the convent. If you hang around here and someone catches hold of you, gets frisky and knocks all of you pregnant, and then you go around claiming Balan fucked us, Balan fucked us, this Balan will not be responsible for anything.’

As soon as they heard his warning, the sisters ran into the convent, crying. For Balettan this was mild banter. For long, people used to avoid meeting him on his strolls. When it reached a point beyond sufferance, some people decided to discipline him. Once night fell, Balettan started to get beaten up for everything he said and did. When it was apparent to him that the handouts given by the public were more than what his body could bear, he decided to retreat. However, since he would not be beaten up at home, he decided that if he was in the mood for some perversions they could be done at home.

Balettan’s wife had married off their two daughters while they were still minors because his vile acts at home were unbearable. For the same reason, Velu’s elder brother moved out before he got married.

Whenever Balettan created any problem at home, Velu used to have Jeremias come over and try to solve it through counselling or entreaties. Balettan had some respect only for Jeremias and his counsel. Once Jeremias gave a decision, Balettan would behave for two or three months.

Jeremias had always let Velu know that his family had not split down the middle only because his wife, Chandri, valued harmony. However, when Balettan started to act up and ignore the fact that there were grown children at home, Chandri also lost her poise.

By then Balettan’s condition was he had to drink in the morning to avoid having delirium tremens. Assuming alcohol brought out the devil in him, as advised by Jeremias, Velu had him treated in a de-addiction centre.

Since he had started to be recognized as one of the better social workers in Perumpadi, the party had decided to put Velu up as their candidate for Perumpadi ward in the next elections. Jeremias had taken the initiative to have Balan treated for this reason too. Having good politicians was an important factor for the progress of any land.

After the de-addiction treatment, Balettan spent a month peacefully at home. It was the first time in Velu’s life that he liked his father. Velu gave him the position of a father in all its sense and started to love him.

Two-finger Andi, an erstwhile co-worker of Balettan, had been treated for cancer and was on the mend. However, he lived with the fear that his days were numbered. One day, Andi told Balettan a wish he had, ‘I wonder how Ammathi where we used to go for picking pepper looks like now. Shall we make a trip to Kodagu? We shall have a look around at Petta, buy some pork and vegetables and come back. We never know what’s to going to happen and when with me.’

When Andi said that, tears welled up in Balettan’s eyes.

‘Son, Andi says so. What should I do? Should I go with him?’ Balettan put this question to Velu humbly.

Since the request needed to be considered humanely, Velu agreed. He also gave him two hundred rupees as spend money. Andi and Balettan left early in the morning on the Virajpet bus.

The Balettan who returned that evening was the old Balettan. As soon as he entered, he started to scream obscenities at Chandri and her children. They fled from the house. With the house empty, without even closing the door, he mounted his wife who was down with backache and unleashed all the beastly perversities that had lain dormant in him for a month.

Velu reached the house at that time. His father’s obscenities and his mother’s screams had already transformed Velu into another person. The scene at his mother’s bed made him forget himself and his world.

He picked up his naked father by his neck and threw him to the ground like a sack. As she saw her son attacking his father, Velu’s mother jumped off the bed and tried to stop him. All the pent-up rage still surging, Velu pushed her and sent her sprawling.

When it appeared that Velu would kill his father, whom he had dragged to the yard by then, Chandri and his children intervened, held him back and called Jeremias. When he arrived, he saw Velu hugging a pillar and growling, after having lost all control and unable to even cry; a naked Balettan lying on the ground, wheezing in a horrifying manner as if death was imminent; the other family members numbed by fear and sorrow. The neighbours were waiting beyond the fence, trying to find out what was happening.

All of them blamed Velu.

‘The man’s so old, how does he think he can change him at this age?’

‘Whatever you might say president, after all it’s his father. He shouldn’t have done this.’

‘He won’t be able to walk again. He’s done enough to ensure that.’

‘These are the guys who walk around claiming to be leaders.’

To reach the yard, Jeremias had to walk past people who were making such comments. As soon as he reached, he took a mundu off the clothesline and covered the naked Balettan.

‘I am not able to get up, president.’ When Balettan said that, Jeremias took the help of a couple of people to lift him and put him on a chair on the veranda.

He walked up to Velu who, in his agitation, was still hugging the pillar. Jeremias touched him on his shoulder and Velu turned with tears flowing down his cheeks. After keeping his hand on Velu’s shoulder for a little while, Jeremias said, ‘We’ll talk about all this later. You should immediately take your father to the hospital.’

Velu, who had started to calm down, flared up when he heard it.

‘Let him die there itself. I’ll take the murder rap. I’m not taking him anywhere now.’

Jeremias moved closer, took Velu’s hand in his, stroked it and looked into his eyes. Velu teared up again. After some time, Jeremias told him, ‘I will take Balettan.’

Jeremias asked someone to fetch a shirt for him. He helped Balettan into it. He then took Balettan’s hand and started to walk slowly.

Velu’s voice came from behind him, ‘President, you needn’t go. I shall take him.’

The talks took place after Balettan had been discharged from the hospital. Balettan gave Jeremias his word that he would not cause any more trouble. Velu remained silent. Jeremias did not ask him if he wanted to say something.

When he was leaving Jeremias called him to his side and told him, ‘You and I have met and understood the maximum number of people and their lives in our Perumpadi. I have taken you along for all the mediations thinking there should be someone young who knows life in Perumpadi intimately. Despite all the experience, it is a pity that you have learnt nothing.’

‘President, at that time, something happened to me. After all, I am human too.’

‘It’s during those times that we prove who we are.’

Jeremias left Velu’s home more dejected than he had ever been.

Though the modern day Perumpadi had police and the judiciary, for the common man, the easiest way to receive justice was through local mediation. Jeremias hoped to have at least a small bunch of people who would approach every problem by studying its root causes, ramifications and the circumstances that gave rise to it, would handle it with unbiased humanity and without the rigidity of the written law. He had taken Velu around everywhere with him, giving him pointers and guideposts, to this end. However, on the day that Velu became the culprit in the eyes of the public, Jeremias lost the hope that there would be inheritors to his role as a mediator.

Jeremias was not angry with Velu. He was angry at the helplessness of humans, who like any creature had to live powerless, insecure, and endure circumstances over which no one had any control.
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Bilimbi

When Preetha had taken her future and marriage into her own hands at Nedumpoyil Pass on the way to Thirunelli, to end up as the bride of Prasannan’s son Ranjit, she had also thought of how to counter the resistance that was sure to come her way. Her mother Appam Mary’s life experience and advice had come to her help.

Appam Mary’s house was on the hill opposite the church, next to the Irupuzha bridge. Duck-breeder Chacko had brought the ravishing Mary from Wayanad. He was an itinerant husband who maintained wives in Wayanad, Alappuzha, Thrissur and other locations. However busy he was, he always found time to make a weekly conjugal visit to Irupuzha.

However, by the time Preetha was admitted in school, due to the multiplicity of his wives, Chacko was unable to dash to every location to fulfil his conjugal duties. He overcame this handicap by side-lining a few chosen wives. Mary was gutsy and believed that life had to be lived come what may. Therefore, Chacko putting her on the shelf did not faze her.

Her only concern was that the money Chacko used to give had come to an abrupt halt. When she wondered how to make money for her child and herself to survive, she recalled the appam that an old lady in Wayanad used to make.

It needed very fine rice powder with no lumps. Powdered dried ginger or chukku was mixed in the rice powder. The secret of its taste lay in kneading the mixture along with ghee. That esoteric mixture and kneading Mary knew well.

The dough had to keep for two hours. Before deep-frying the appam, fried sesame seeds were added, to provide for a crispy bite to the appam. After adding the seeds, coconut oil would be poured into the multiple-hollow brass appakara used to make unniappams. When the appam was fried a crisp golden brown, it was spiked and kept in a colander for the oil to drain out. The chukku appam would remain unspoilt for up to two months. Mary became Appam Mary by supplying these appams to the shops.

There were no tycoons in the valley during the initial days. The first to come up in Irupuzha was Trouser Tycoon. His family had migrated with the idea of buying up large tracts of land and converting them into estates. His perennial outfit was khaki shorts and T-shirt. The public, therefore, did not waste time ascertaining his name. He also had no complaints against the moniker Trouser Tycoon.

One day, when dusk had fallen, Trouser Tycoon arrived at Mary’s place in his Willys Jeep. Since he had a good reputation, Mary invited him in. He sat down on the rattan chair on the veranda and asked after Mary’s welfare.

‘How’s your appam business going, Mary?’

‘Nothing to complain of, sir,’ Mary said, picking up the plantain leaves used to line the appam baskets from the floor.

‘This coming Saturday evening, deliver a basketful of appams at our house. She said that some guests are expected.’

‘I shall deliver.’

Though to the outside world, Trouser Tycoon was a big daddy, at home decisions were taken by his wife. So, if the appams were not delivered in time the person who would be fried was the tycoon.

‘I have come to discuss one more thing. If you think like everyone else, what I am going to propose may seem shameful. But as far as I am concerned, I see nothing wrong in it. Like eating and drinking, this also is a basic need.’

‘What is it, sir?’ Mary felt a surge of anxiety inside her.

‘If what I am going to tell you now is not to your liking, you should consider it not said at all. There is an officer in our Taluk office, Punnoose. He’s from somewhere down south. He decides everything in that office. The other day, he had come to my bungalow. That’s when I heard his story. He is married into a wealthy family. But what’s the use? His wife can’t lie on her back; she is always sick. He told me in his forty-odd years he’s not had any carnal experience. He can’t think of another marriage—as a government employee he would be dismissed. I shall be frank with you. He told me that he needs a woman who would pleasure him occasionally. I know quite a few, but I have come here first because I thought it would be a help for you too.’

From his preface, Mary had guessed what was coming. Although her initial thought was what kind of a despicable character was this guy, as she kept listening to him, her mind turned apathetic. By the time he concluded, she found nothing wrong in the proposal. She was surprised by Trouser Tycoon’s meekness and reassuring tone.

‘No soul other than you, me and Punnoose sir will come to know of this . . .’ and more such reassurances had turned Mary amenable. He told her that whatever Punnoose sir gave from his side as gratuity she could accept and that from his side, he would pay her fifty rupees. That was the start of her discovering a way to earn money other than supplying appams.

Trouser Tycoon created more opportunities for Mary to service other officials with sickly wives, or who were bachelors, or divorcees. Each time he paid her fifty rupees.

After some time, she had to accept those who came with Rs 50 but without Trouser Tycoon’s recommendation. It was when she started to age that she started to realize and rue the value of her youth and a body that she continued to sell at a mere Rs 50 a pop. She started to feel that she was a failure in life.

A john who had taken her to a lodge in Parassinikadavu for a whole day told her of his desire as he lay exhausted upon her body—if Mary would give him her daughter, he would pay double her rate. Mary did not say anything. When she returned home, she called Preetha to her side.

‘My baby, I need to tell you some things. You would be having a fair idea by now about the life I lead. It has its own rights and wrongs, but you needn’t be worried about that. Although there was disrepute, I have brought you up ensuring you lacked nothing. Now you need to live your life. You can decide how you want to live it. If you want to follow your mother’s profession, then don’t make me your model, make Rosakutty your model.’

Rosakutty hailed from Perumpadi, but was not anywhere as beautiful as Mary was. Once she realized that there were takers for her body, she married one Lawrence who had blown in from Kozhikode. He had no job or family. Which meant he was more of an aide to Rosakutty.

Immediately after her marriage, Rosakutty moved to Thalassery. She chased away men who approached her with piffling amounts. She stuck to acting as an escort to moneybags. She prepared for it by embracing the latest fashion in clothes and accessories, and training herself in posture and manners.

After every trip, she had piles of cash or expensive jewellery in her kitty. Her transactions with the local men were limited to a couple of times. However, that was done after ensuring that the income was enough to give her family a comfortable life for three to four years.

When Lawrence started to clamour for children, she decided to become a mother. She chose an intelligent and handsome professor, who had been pursuing her for a while, to get impregnated by. When she delivered a baby girl, Lawrence was thrilled that he had become a father.

For her next child, the father Rosakutty chose was a lawyer who held the record of not losing a single case. That too turned out to be a girl. She asked Lawrence his opinion on whether she could stop now as they had two children already. Lawrence wanted two more. She spat out a couple of obscenities as a preamble to what was to follow.

‘There are two already. When I should be out there earning something for them, how would it do if I am kept busy getting knocked up and pushing out babies?’

Light dawned on Lawrence and he realized she was correct. Taking after the rich people of those days, Rosakutty enrolled her children in the best school in Ooty. They were brilliant students and without depleting Rosakutty’s corpus, both children became doctors. With that done, Rosakutty retired from her profession.

The rest of her life was spent as a rich housewife. Whenever she felt the desire, she took men she had an eye for. Not only did she not charge them, but she gave them expensive gifts. Since both her daughters were beautiful, doctors from reputed families married them and took them around proudly.

Preetha decided to follow the successful formula of Rosakutty. Her style was to go with outsiders who offered handsome remuneration for a day or two. Ensuring that she always received her asking price and denying johns a chance to haggle, in a short period of her youth, she had earned and saved a considerable sum of money.

Although her life progressed according to plan, gradually a desire to have a family life, accepted and practised by the majority of people, had started to build up in her, especially because her mother had been denied one. The desire to live like them intensified with every family woman she came across.

Possibly because of this ache for a family life, she soon became tired of her profession, though it brought in oodles of money. Around this time, Ranjit had taken her with him and at Nedumpoyil Pass, she decided to leap into matrimony.

After Prasannan had limped away in the night, when the day dawned, Radhamani ran around everywhere in Perumpadi, wailing and sobbing. Although she searched for him in Kacherikadavu and Irupuzha, no one had seen him in those parts.

She returned to Perumpadi by the afternoon. By that time, Ranjit and Preetha had opened the shop and set up things. Radhamani could not stand that sight. She sent the glass case for savouries crashing down and roared, ‘Get out, both of you, right now. Your father created all this, sacrificing his sleep and everything else, not for whores to rule the roost. As long as she is with you, you can live off her wherever you go, you bastard. After sending your father to his death, are you planning to set up shop here?’

Radhamani kept up the jeremiad. Ranjit tried to respond to her many times, but each time Preetha held him back.

‘Let amma go on. You should stick by me, that’s all that’s needed. I shall do the rest. Not like amma said. I’ll show how we can lead decent lives.’

Ranjit did not believe her. Yet, he felt relieved that at that juncture, she was by his side. When that relief turned into confidence, he took her hand in his and went out of the shop.

Although after Kunjaandiyettan’s death, Ganeshan had started to run the restaurant, the crowds and the usual bustle were missing. When he started to prepare a dish, his father’s memory used to trouble him. He was assailed by doubts whether he had kicked his fallen father during their last tussle, and that caused the biggest turmoil in his mind.

When the distaste and misgivings in his mind started to seep into the food he prepared, the customers too started to avoid Kunjaandi Hotel. When progressively bigger proportions of the food prepared became leftovers, cooking dwindled. Gradually, even that had to be stopped.

Thus, Kunjaandi Hotel, which for decades carried the fame of Irupuzha cuisine within and beyond Kerala, died quietly behind a small notice ‘Hotel will not open today’.

Preetha went to Louis, who owned the building. He had remained his humble self. The decision to oust Ganeshan was taken instantly.

Preetha had no hesitation in compensating Ganeshan to vacate the building. She bought out the kitchen equipment and furniture for a reasonable price. However, she was adamant that when the restaurant reopened, Preetha Restaurant should not bear any resemblance to Kunjaandi Hotel.

Mutton brain, beef tripe, liver, catfish head, mussels and other Kunjaandi Hotel specialities disappeared from the menu. In its reincarnation, the restaurant also had glass doors, tiled floors, granite-top tables and running hot water.

Along with common snacks such as banana fritters, sukhiyan and vada, foreign snacks such as puffs, samosa, cutlets, etc., appeared in the snack bar. One of the permanent items in it was chukku appam. Still made by Appam Mary.

Ranjit was charged with making parottas. He was skilled in slapping up white, petal-thin parottas to the delectation of the customers who needed only two fingers to effortlessly tear pieces off it. Preetha did some magic to get rid of his reluctance to rise early in the morning.

He started to get up at 5 a.m. to make parottas. It fell to Preetha to make the fried items and curries. Once that was over, she moved to the cash counter. She watched and controlled everything from there. The waiters were three young men. Beverages were handled by a senior pro. After his parotta work was done, Ranjit filled the restaurant with his presence, doubling up as waiter, cook, cashier, cleaner and tea-maker. Not that he had the drive to be everywhere. If he was found standing around, Preetha would call out, ‘Ranjitetta, please check what do they need over there.’

Those injunctions kept him on his toes. Ranjit used to muse occasionally that the only benefit from his marriage was that Preetha had replaced his father in ordering him around.

Aware that Ranjit’s parottas alone would not pull in enough customers, Preetha decided to offer biryani, ghee rice, mutton curry and such items. She found no male cooks for it. This paved the way for Raziya, from Mattannur, to join as chef in Preetha Restaurant’s kitchen. With her advent, Ranjit started to show more interest in the kitchen work.

She gave Preetha the idea to utilize the free space in front of the restaurant. Preetha too thought selling juices and pickles from that space would bring in additional revenue. Ceramic jars filled with gooseberry, mango, bilimbi, pineapple and Indian coffee plum pickles were arrayed in the counter in front of the restaurant.

The favourite of the customers was bilimbi. It became a tradition to have a bilimbi—turned pale from its bright green by the saline solution—along with a couple of pickled bird’s eye chillies, after they had had the main course. More than any other dish, it was the chukku appam and the pickled bilimbi that carried Preetha Restaurant’s fame to the outside world.

Ranjit would bring the bilimbis from Perumpadi. All the year long, the bilimbi tree, by the side of the river in front of Jeremias Paul’s house, used to bear bunches of bilimbi fruits on its trunk and branches. Every time he filled the sack with the fruits, Ranjit wanted to pay some amount to Jeremias. But Jeremias consistently refused to take any money. Instead of them ripening and falling off, he was happy that at least someone was able to put them to use.

No one had planted it; the tree had grown on its own. How it had reached there, no one knew. When Kocharaghavan’s mother Matha was living at the edge of the Kodagu forest, a bilimbi tree stood at the western side of the hut, by the riverside.

The land had been cornered by the Uruppumalil family for no purpose. Since they had plenty of land and a large house in Kacherikadavu, no one even bothered to visit this plot. It was covered in undergrowth and overgrown bushes.

When the Uruppumalil karanavar had once visited it in the early days, in order to lay claim to the land, he had planted the bilimbi, one breadfruit and two cashew saplings. For some reason, the breadfruit sapling withered away before it took root, but the bilimbi and cashew trees flourished.

A few years later, Uruppumalil Mani had come to check on the land that his father had claimed as theirs. He saw someone had built a hut there. As he waited to see who the owner was, Matha turned up, after her morning peregrinations, carrying some tubers and leaves.

‘Have you encroached and built this hut?’ Mani thought he could scare her.

Not only did she not get scared, but since she believed that she had a right to build a dwelling wherever there was light and water, she ordered him to leave her land. Her temper led Mani to develop some feelings for her. Smiling, he picked a long bilimbi fruit and offered it to her. Seeing the change in his demeanour, she accepted the tarty fruit and, sitting down on the open platform of the hut, started to nibble at it, enjoying its sourness.

Later, it was when his wife was pregnant with his second son that Mani started to visit the plot with the bilimbi tree regularly. On some nights, he stayed with Matha too.

One day, when he arrived, he saw Matha seated on the platform with a small heap of bilimbi fruits from which she was eating, dipping them in salt. As he sat down beside her, she laid her head on his lap and told him that she was pregnant.

Though he was fond of her, he was not ready to take ownership of that pregnancy. He insisted that since she was living alone by the riverside, some water satyr or merman had done this to her on the sly. When he went deeper into it, explaining the possibilities and citing previous cases as examples, she started to believe him.

Mani suggested that it was advisable to deliver the offspring of such evil spirits inside the river. She agreed to do so when the day arrived. However, before she reached term, he stopped his visits to the plot. He told his wife that the land was inauspicious.

Although it had been stuffed into her by the water satyr without her knowledge, Matha was fond of the life growing inside her. Whenever it demanded bilimbi fruits, she picked and ate the bright and fleshy fruits.

One afternoon, at the height of her pregnancy craving, she saw a two-finger long, ripening bilimbi fruit at the tip of the trunk. It was the biggest that she had seen on that tree and it was turning a pale yellow. She took a stick and knocked that one down.

As she sat on the platform and ate it with salt, the sourness that was turning sweet made her close her eyes. The seeds of the bilimbi are strung together on a thin vine inside the fruit. She spat out the seeds as they broke the sensation.

Ants reached the seeds-on-a-string and ate a few of them. The bright sun made the rest of the seeds wither. The ants beat a retreat as the heat of the sun became unbearable. Among the seeds that had withered were a few that the ants had not touched.

The next day, the first of the summer rains arrived. As the rainwater flowed down a channel to the river, the bilimbi seeds were carried away by it. The rainwater swirled around the forget-me-not plants that bordered the riverbank. The seeds string was caught in the roots of the plant and was buried in the soil. When the rainwater had run its course, a patina of alluvial soil mixed with dried leaves had formed over the seeds.

It did not rain for a few days after that. In the mellow sun, the bilimbi seeds put down their white roots in between the forget-me-not plants and started to sprout.

When the monsoon rains started, the waters swept past Matha’s hut on the way to the river and the uprooted bilimbi saplings were among the debris they carried into the river.

The saplings got separated in the rush of the waters and the strongest among them struck a log that was lying across the river in front of the Kummannoor family land and moved sideways towards the shore. Small wavelets pushed it ashore. A sudden rush of water dislodged the log and changed the flow, draining the spot where the sapling had landed.

The next morning, the rising sun lifted the sapling that had been steeped in the soil. From that position it started to grow and ended up as a strong tree. The roots collected more alluvial soil and their accretion built a ridge, moving the riverbank away from the tree.

While Kathrinamma was alive, the bilimbi fruits reached the dining table of Reformation House as pickles or the sour ingredient in the fish curry. Ranjit had started his harvesting before Kathrinamma died. Thus, the bilimbis of Reformation House became famous through the agency of Preetha Restaurant.

The spread-out bilimbi tree now stands near the spot where Jeremias takes his bath. They don’t see each other much as he comes for his bath only in the night when the tree is lost in the darkness that envelops it. The emergency light kept on a stone being turned towards the water, its light does not reach the tree.

On moonlit nights, Jeremias only looked at the trees, their foliage and canopy as one giant tree in the pale hue of moonlight, and he never tried to get a desegregated view of each and every tree and plant. He was more focused on the resonances within the lives of people whom he would come across.

After Kathrinamma’s death, his baths became prolonged affairs, with him swimming till the edge of the light from the lamp and lying submerged in the water for a while.

There was no Velu to share his thoughts and views. After his conversations with Velu stopped, it was during these sessions, when enveloped by darkness and cold, that Jeremias held conversations with himself and thought about his family. During these nightly séances he felt that he was standing alone in the middle as life flowed on either side of him.

Reformation House was one which got sundered the moment it started to flow together. Arun, who had chosen to lead his own life in Bangalore, may not remain part of the family in the future. What would Neeru do? A decision about her should be taken in consultation with Dr Pris. Reformation House was no longer a continuing story. In any case, except for the christening done by PMV sir, nothing such as a Reformation House existed. Its beginnings were in a sin committed by his grandparents but it had turned out to be a collection of isolated lives. It was better that it did not grow into the socially recognized unit of a family.

Before his thoughts turned dark and sinister, the river that kept him company would calm him down. In this solace that nothing else could provide him, he would float with his eyes closed, bobbing up and down with the flow of the river.

At night, Neeru would keep the window open and, lying in the darkness on her bed, look at the river. Some days she would stand by the window, press her body against it and stare into the distance. Women of Perumpadi have described their underwater gandharva experiences during their baths; Neeru wondered how she alone had none such. She used to formulate reasons for it in her mind, try to validate them and reject them. Gandharvas can come in through windows too. Though she used to keep the windows open, the breeze that blew in never carried the fragrance of those celestial beings.

According to Perumpadi lore, every youngster, upon reaching adulthood, maintained a secret bag that contained the paraphernalia for fornication—a small pen torch, screwdriver, candle, matchbox, condoms, contraceptive pills, a small bottle of coconut oil, attar, chewing gum and dried meat strips to feed dogs.

The first act of paramours is to silence the leashed or unleashed dogs. The next is to open the door noiselessly; after that, scout for nooks and corners to hide easily. There are consummate paramours in Perumpadi. Likewise, dogs that these paramours cannot tame or silence. In the night, when the barking of a dog would resonate through the valley, Neeru would imagine that some paramour was afoot.

Paramours gave Reformation House a wide berth perhaps due to the exalted position that everyone had accorded it from the time of Paul sir. Or else, some paramour or the other would have reached her chamber too, carrying his fornication kit and opening the doors silently. That could have been the boy with whom the engagement had been broken. Or someone more handsome and virile. Her thoughts would roam on the wild side and beyond.

It was one night when such thoughts had stirred in her that she thought of taking a cold bath in the river. She was going to bed after drinking a glass of warm milk with a liberal dose of sugar in it.

A floral fragrance that she had never known before floated into her room. Although it was the fragrance of the bilimbi flowers, she believed that it was the scent of gandharvas. An unknown emotion that had been snowballing inside her from the day she learnt that Arun did not want her as a woman, suddenly arose like a flame in that fragrance and made her hot and sweaty.

When the heat became unbearable, her heart told her to head to the cold water of the river. After taking off her undergarments, she walked out of her room. By the time she reached the bilimbi tree, she was fully naked.

Before she waded into the river, which she fancied belonged to her alone, she bit into a fruit from the bilimbi tree. Crushing it between her lips, and savouring its tartness, she went into the water and started to swim.

Jeremias, who was luxuriating in the coolness of the water, suddenly felt strong currents enveloping him and came up from below. The first thing he saw as he broke the surface was Neeru’s open lips. As he tried to dodge her, delivering the tartness of bilimbi into his mouth, she said, ‘I should have at least you.’

When she saw the water was coming between them and she could not hold him in an embrace, she realized that the act could not be consummated inside the water. She grabbed his hair, pulled him out of the water and made him lie down beneath the bilimbi tree. She spread herself above him expansively, blocking his view of the night sky.

Jeremias could not fathom if he was looking into her eyes or at the bilimbi tree. They were bunches after bunches that stretched up the torso of the tree. He only recognized that they were seeds that were throbbing to be separated from the trunk and propagate themselves as new lives.

The veil that covered Jeremias for many years in the form of family ties frayed and he became an ordinary man. Neeru sunk her roots into him. She pressed his body harder into the earth watered by the droplets dripping off their naked bodies, and she smothered him with her embrace.

In a voice that he did not know was inside him, Jeremias called her ‘molae’. Much before his lips could move pitifully and emit the sound, Neeru’s femininity had dragged her to such depths that the sound would not have reached her.

After a while, when she emerged out of her first experience of satiation, Jeremias Paul was lying exhausted, his eyes filled with tears. Laughing, Neeru wiped off his tears. Before she went into the water, she asked, ‘Do you know how I am able to swim so well?’

She gave the reply only after parting the moonlight cobwebbing the river, jack-knifing into the water, diving below, touching the sand grains in the riverbed and shooting up to the surface.

‘Kodamkachi Appachan is my foster father. My real father is a water satyr.’

Jeremias Paul looked at Neeru. She had a feminine nakedness that he had not seen before.
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Menachody Breed

With his skills of a raconteur causing his life as an ascetic to end, Prasannan chose to return to Perumpadi without further peregrinations. He felt the malevolent effects of the black magic would have subsided by now, and stood with a bowed head in front of his dilapidated teashop and the greying and wrinkled Radhamani.

Only on that day did Prasannan tell Radhamani about the black magic that had sent him away with a broken leg and had destroyed his family. Who could have done it?

‘Do not worry, chetta. We have lost only the shop. Look at our cowshed. It’s full.’

She was telling him that after his departure she had not been resting on her oars. Although, she had tried to run the shop in his absence, within a week she realized it was impossible. She told Jeremias, ‘Even if we have a gold mine, if there’s no man in the house, it’ll end in ruins.’

When Jeremias offered to talk to her son and daughter-in-law, she said that rather than eat even a morsel of food provided by her son, who was the cause of his father’s disappearance, she would drink Furadan or Thimet solution. She was determined to live alone. Jeremias suggested that she concentrate on the milch cow business.

At that time, she had only a black cow that gave little milk. Since that would not do, she went to Peravoor in search of a better breed. A weaver there had a pregnant cow—tan coloured with black patches. Since it had not become pregnant even after three inseminations, he was not particularly fond of that animal. When he was thinking of selling it for slaughter, a new vet got transferred to his place from Kolayad. The vet administered some drug to put the cow in heat and then inseminated it; the cow became pregnant.

The cow was in its seventh month of pregnancy when Radhamani quoted a fair price for it. She was a heifer and there was no assurance of the yield even after the calving. Radhamani had quoted the price of a milch cow that would give seven litres of milk a day.

The moment Radhamani let the heifer into the cowshed, Broker Pennamma, who was passing by, said, ‘Radhamanichechi you have won a lottery. This is the Menachody breed. From now on, your cowshed will never be empty.’

She knew Menachody cows by sight. It was a new species that had sprung up in the valley, created unintentionally in the cattle shed of one Nambiar in Menachody near Peravoor.

Since the tradition was to use the place name to identify cow breeds, Moori Ravunni, who had expropriated the authorship of the breed for himself, started to use the name Menachody breed, and that soon gained popularity.

Cheetharan Nambiar was a local gentry from an ancient tharavad. As a tharavad of ghee Nambiars, it used to rear a lot of cows. Although by his time the tharavad’s prosperity had diminished, he was still regarded as a ghee Nambiar.

Though his tharavad had a large cow barn, it housed only a single local-bred cow. The short, emaciated cow was yet to be mated, since the locality had a shortage of stud bulls.

Around that time, a man named Ambrose moved to Menachody from Wayanad; he had brought a stud bull with him. He built a temporary shed for the bull at the edge of his yard. He used to charge for the services of his stud bull, since he had no other occupation or source of income. The following month, when the cow was in heat, Nambiar took her to Ambrose.

Though unprepossessing in appearance, Ambrose’s bull was special. Since he was wild and belligerent with humans, people used to consider him rowdy, but with cows he was something else. He was a demon lover, who filled them with love and ravished them in a way that gave them unforgettable memories.

To remove the skittishness of the cows, he would speak to them gently of lush meadows and moonlit valleys adorned by full moons. The fondness that conversation engendered used to develop slowly into a relationship. It could mean an affair that lasted days.

When Nambiar brought his cow, ignoring her outward experience, the bull started to love her ardently. For the cow, this was the first experience of a relationship filled with love and care.

After a foreplay that lasted from morning till evening, the bull entered her in a meditative state that smacked of spirituality. The ingenuous cow believed that every bull was of this kind. She tarried and dug in her heels, unable to leave his side. The ghee Nambiar, ignorant of a cow’s finer feelings, shouted gross abuses at the cow, spanked it with a stick, and dragged it away from the Ambrose’s bull back to his barn.

The rest of her days were spent on the high of being in love. After nine months, it gave birth to a calf. When she saw the coppery brown calf stand up immediately without wobbling, the mother felt a pride that she had become a link in the chain of love that would extend till the end of their lineage. The calf’s eyes shone with love for the whole universe.

As she licked the calf clean, the mother cow decided that she would lactate one bottle of fat-free milk in the morning and evening for the family. All the rest would go to her coppery calf. Therefore, whether they allowed the calf to suckle or not, Nambiar’s family received only two bottles of milk every day. They were also not greedy and wished only to lighten their tea with the milk.

Since he was receiving enough milk to whiten their tea and to provide yoghurt for their meals, Nambiar looked after the cow well enough. The cow, still intoxicated by her love for Ambrose’s bull, started to low in heat on the third month after calving.

However, Nambiar, toting up his losses in terms of milk and yoghurt if she were allowed to be mated so soon, ignored her lowing. When the lowing happened again in the following months, he applied bird’s eye chilli paste on the swollen vulva of the cow. When this continued for a few months, although she went into heat and had discharge, remembering the burn from the chilli paste, she painfully repressed the urge and desisted from lowing.

In the two years her mother’s blighted love life continued, her father’s romantic nature came to the fore in the daughter. Due to the shyness that her dreamy state created in her, she stopped drinking from her mother’s udder and her mother, on her part, turned off the tap.

The usual family chart progression in cows shows mother delivers calf, delivers again, and then the mother and her first calf deliver at the same time. However, due to Nambiar’s chilli method of contraception, this mother and daughter had to be considered under the category of ‘delivered alone’ and ‘delivered together’, with the elder sibling going missing.

The mother cow described to her daughter the ecstasy of mating. After listening to her mother’s tale of the adoring bull and the long-lasting pleasure he had provided, she also started to low for a mate.

Thrilled by his experiments with bird’s eye chilli, though Nambiar tried it a couple of times with the heifer, he was not able to control her. Her intense desire for mating with the bull was growing every day.

Only when the supply of milk that used to lighten their morning and evening teas stopped completely did Nambiar come to his senses. He decided that both mother and daughter should be serviced, but unfortunately, by that time Ambrose’s stud bull’s love-filled life had come to a premature end.

In a way, it could be said that his romantic side led to his untimely demise. Once he was past his youth, his amatory tendencies increased and so did his love for every cow that was brought to him. Even when it was apparent that the bull, who turned mawkish at the mere sight of a cow, would mount them only after two or three days of schmoozing and smooching, Ambrose was forgiving. However, it did not stop with that; soon it turned into asexual, non-genital love. It had come down to rubbing against each other to find a spiritual high without sexual congress.

Ambrose lamented that when his bull should be mounting every cow in sight and earning him some decent money, its libido had taken a hit. He wondered why money should be spent for the upkeep of a bull with erectile dysfunction and decided to sell it for slaughter. He summoned the butchers from Koothuparamba and after negotiating a price where no one was disadvantaged, the bull was given away to be killed, skinned and hung from hooks.

Ambrose went around looking for a bull who would mount cows with more passion and commitment. Though he had promised many cow owners that he would soon return with a bull, after a tiff with some policeman and getting ambushed and whacked by him one night, Ambrose ran away from Menachody. When Nambiar realized that there was no point in waiting for Ambrose’s replacement bull, he went to Moori Ravunni.

Moori Ravunni’s stint in animal husbandry began with him working as a helper to the first veterinarian to reach Kolayad. He started off with accompanying the doctor on home visits, restraining cows and other animals while they were being checked or treated, washing off the dung and wiping the animal clean and pouring water for the doctor to wash his own hands.

Since the vet was more than a little lazy, he was keen to let Ravunni handle some of the less complicated treatments. When he was promoted, he started to use syringes like darts aimed at cows’ necks; hard massage the injection spot; before injecting them, thrust his hand into the rectum of the cows to remove dung; fill the thawed semen in the straw that was inserted into the vagina of the cow, and so on. His previous duties had to be done by the owners of the animals themselves.

Smart as he was, he quickly learnt all the work that the vet used to do. When it reached the stage when he could be trusted to do the internal examination and judge if a cow was pregnant or not, people stopped summoning the vet and started to rely on Ravunni. That the vet charged more and a vehicle had to be engaged for him, whereas Ravunni cost less and would come by bus or walk, tipped the scales in his favour.

The vet suffered a fall in income. He was not bothered about the reduction in work, but when his extra income stopped, his wife kicked up a shindy. When her clamouring became insufferable, he hung a notice in the hospital that Ravunni had been dismissed from his assistant’s post.

That did not mollify his wife. So, the vet had the District Animal Husbandry Office issue an order banning Ravunni’s unauthorized treatment and insemination services. Ravunni was not one to be fazed by such orders and continued to serve all comers. When it became clear that Ravunni had not been contained, the vet’s wife again started her kerfuffle. To quell her agitation, and spend the rest of his life in relative peace, the vet threatened that she would be dumped at her parents’ home without further ado.

With the vet pulling down the shutters, Ravunni faced a predicament. His semen supplies came from the vet. With his wife banning all cooperation, the vet told Ravunni in no uncertain terms that further supplies were not forthcoming.

To cover this unforeseen shortage, Ravunni sought refuge in egg whites. He started to fill the straw with separated egg whites, stand behind the cattle, say a few prayers and do the insemination.

Although he would go en famille to the nearby Devi temple and pray devoutly—albeit without any offerings to the deity—to increase the bovine reproductive potency of egg whites, science won in the end. Egg whites did not impregnate a single cow. Word spread that Ravunni’s insemination was a failure. It was when the semen-deprived Ravunni was pondering over his next steps that Nambiar approached him for insemination services.

‘Both mother and daughter are there. What can be done if there are no stud bulls any more in this place? Only if you do something can we all have milk tea at home.’

‘Rather than use a local bull to impregnate the cow, insemination is always better. Semen from bulls weighing five to six quintals is used.’

‘Honestly? Can my cows take on such heavy ones?’

‘But the bulls won’t be mounting them. Only the straw goes in. The semen I have now is from an old bull. Not really prime stuff. You do this—next month when they are in heat, come back. I am expecting top class semen from a young bull.’

Nambiar was convinced that Ravunni was a repository of knowledge on bovine reproduction. Trusting his words, he went away, promising to return next month.

However, from that moment on, Ravunni was in a tizzy. If he failed at Nambiar’s barn too, people would stop calling him even for clearing the dung. He had to somehow get hold of semen for at least four or five inseminations. If at least two doses hit home, he could make do with egg white for some more time.

Vets get their semen supplies from Mattupetty in Idukki district. Although he was not sure of finding his way through, Ravunni decided to make a trip and see for himself. He left the next morning.

Ravunni procured a visitor pass to get into the farm. The sight of the five- and six-quintal bulls that he had boasted about to Nambiar made him salivate. One of the workers told him that they were Brown Swiss, Holstein Friesian and Jersey breeds.

Ravunni asked the worker how he could procure some semen. Although he was firmly informed that semen would be available only in semen banks and for registered veterinarians, Ravunni was not ready to throw in the towel. He went out of the farm and accosted the shopkeeper of the kiosk outside the farm. Although he was reticent in the beginning, when he realized that Ravunni knew enough about cattle reproduction, the shopkeeper pointed him towards a man called Velappandi. He was a friend of the workers in the Mattupetty farm.

Velappandi did not like the question Ravunni put to him—I hope this is not egg white, but real semen. Velappandi went into high dudgeon and said he would not sell semen to someone who did not trust him. Ravunni had to spend a considerable amount of time placating and flattering Velappandi to bring him around to his former amiable self. Only much later did Ravunni realize that it was Velappandi’s strategy to ensure there was no haggling.

Velappandi handed over the semen stating it was from an HF bull. With black splotches on their white bodies Holstein Friesian cows were truly milk factories. He imagined the sight of a black and white HF cow with full udder chewing the cud in Nambiar’s barn.

In reality, Ravunni was being cheated. What was handed over was really the semen of the Rath breed from Rajasthan. A veterinary researcher in Mattupetty had brought a Rath bull on a whim from Rajasthan to conduct some experiments.

This was a stud who liked to mate only with his mother once he had become an adult. He liked the life in his village in Rajasthan. He detested the move to Kerala.

The researcher managed to get some semen out of the bull and freeze it. The bull did not survive for long in the cold, wet climate of Mattupetty. The researcher passed on the excess semen that he did not require for his research to his friend Velappandi, who had preserved it.

The first full moon night after Ravunni’s return from Mattupetty, the daughter cow in Nambiar’s barn nudged her mother and asked, ‘Amma, do you see the moonlight?’

The mother cow was chewing the cud with her eyes closed, having feasted on the fragrant bluegrass that evening. She opened her eyes when she heard the question.

‘Who’s that we see on the full moon, amma?’

Amma looked up at the sky. The moon had emerged from the meadow of clouds. In that perfect sphere, she saw the one who had sacrificed his own life for the sake of his earthling love.

When the mother cow saw him looking down with his eyes tender as moonlight, head held high with its budding horns, wiggling his hump like a bunch of flowers, she let out a long, lovelorn low. She cocked her ears waiting for his sweet nothings to reach her like light rays.

‘He is the one?’ the heifer asked, looking at her father shining from the moon, conscious that forgetting relationships was instinctual for their species. The mother lowed again, looking at the moon-bull. His stance made all the cows of the world believe he was looking at them. When she thought that the light reaching her was him gazing at her, the daughter too started to chatter with her father, directing towards him her bovine love that had not been classified and segregated as indulgence, care, romantic love, lust, adoration and veneration.

Nambiar, lying in his manor, could hear them as mere cattle moos. He decided, without even turning over, that the next day he would go to Moori Ravunni.

Till the moon set in the east, the mother and daughter stood in a trance, feeling that the bull, whose presence filled the moonlight, was grazing against their bodies all the time. Even when the day broke, they had not come out of that reverie. Ignoring the Indian moon-seed vines that Nambiar’s wife had tossed into the manger, they stood around like drenched, sullen cows.

When someone lifted her tail and caressed her, the daughter felt the moment that she had been waiting for all her life had arrived. She shut her eyes and waited for the divine entry that would add her also as a link in the chain of their lineage.

When suddenly she realized that the entry was not where she had been expecting it, but into her bowels, she looked back and saw Ravunni inserting his hand into her rectum and removing her dung.

Though she tried to shake him off, his tactical grip made any movement impossible. It was when he retreated and she thought everything was done and over that it happened—where the bull’s pizzle should have entered, Ravunni’s long and thin semen straw was inserted. The cold touch of that deadened straw shocked her. She lowed a few times lamenting why fate had treated her so shabbily.

At that time, she did not know what was taking place inside her was the formation of a breed called Menachody cows that was to become world famous. However, as the mother cow watched the straw disappear into her daughter, she was sure of one thing—from then on, the majority of the cows were not going to experience any sexual pleasure other than the insertion of that gross, insensate straw.

The mother cow also made a decision as she watched the abominable process. She had no need to get pregnant that way. Hence, when Moori Ravunni inseminated her, she kept her pubococcygeal muscles tight, and after he left, ejected the semen with all the contempt it deserved.

On the two hundred and seventy-sixth day after Ravunni’s ministrations, the daughter cow become a mother; the star was Uthrattaathi in the Malayalam month of Edavam. Ignoring her post-partum pains, she turned around to look at her calf. After licking it clean of the mucus and foetal fluids, she took a closer long look at her calf.

A tan bull-calf it was with black streaks, with a beauty and colour that was unseen in that place until then. As soon the calf got on to its feet, he looked at his mother and then at Nambiar. Though his face reflected the vanity that he was born to be the progenitor of a new breed, Nambiar did not recognize it. Moori Ravunni had come running as soon as he heard the news of the birth.

Realizing that he had been duped, the dejected Ravunni sat down on the floor. He had expected a white and black HF calf. What he saw an ordinary bull calf in tan colour with black streaks.

When he sat there worried, musing on what was to be done next, an idea struck him, which led to a breed called Menachody being announced to the world. What should have ended as the news of a calving by a common cow, was elevated, by the imagination and verve of Ravunni, to the level of a legend or his version of the origin of the species.

Leaping up to his feet, he turned towards the Devi temple near Nambiar’s manor and prostrated himself.

Nambiar asked him why he was prostrating himself in that barn reeking of manure. Ravunni was waiting for the question and as the initial propaganda for his quickly-formulated long-term plan, he started enthusiastically, ‘Nambiar, this bull-calf has been born of a penance-like research I have been doing for over twenty-four years. This is no ordinary calf. This is a divine breed that has been gifted to the world through my devotion and my research on the many breeds of cows. Since he was created in Menachody, this breed will be known as Menachody breed. My personal deity, Devi, is the real owner of this calf and his protector; he is not yours. We need to have many more purebreds from him.’

Although Nambiar did not understand everything, he got a gist of the fact that something significant had taken place.

Ravunni left the barn after ensuring that he had the ownership of the new breed, since he knew that egg white was not going to sustain him any longer. Nambiar, on his part, agreed to whatever Ravunni wanted, happy that his cow had a starring role in the origin of a new breed. On the fourth day, when they milked the cow and it gave them more than three bottles of milk, he and his wife were elated.

When the bull-calf grew up, it displayed different characteristics when compared to his grandfather. Where Ambrose’s bull had a meditative kind of love, Menachody bull displayed a belligerent lust. By the time he was six months old, he started to mount both mother cows without allowing them to stand or lie down. Not merely cows, he mounted everything in sight and humped them. Eventually, Nambiar asked Ravunni to take the bull away.

Ravunni was happy and took the bull home, built a cowshed and gave it rich feed. So that the bull would spend himself whenever the urge to mate overtook him, he also made a dummy cow and placed it near the barn. The bull, unaware that he was downloading into an artificial vagina with a collection bottle at its end, gave Ravunni more than enough semen for his use.

Its semen was tested on its mother cow. It gave birth to a cow, the first female of its generation. When that went into heat, in went the Menachody bull’s semen. When it gave birth, the breed’s milk capacity came to the fore.

When milked in the morning and evening, the cow gave a minimum of ten bottles of milk a day, the first time a local breed had showed that kind of lactation. Ravunni quickly made a list of the benefits of the breed and pasted it on a board in front of his house.

A new breed that has been given as a boon by Goddess Bhagavathi.

The local breed with the highest milk capacity

High immunity against diseases

Low maintenance cost

Menachody cow milk increases vigour and acts as an aphrodisiac

Families that rear these cows will be rid of ill-luck and will prosper

The best breed for cow worship

N.B. Genuine insemination using Menachody breed is available only from the Expert Cow Breeder V.N. Ravunni vaidyar. All others are frauds.

Many awards were given to Ravunni as the father of the Menachody breed. However, when he applied for a patent, the authorities cited lame excuses to deny him one. Ravunni told his family that he had been denied it due to the interference by some jealous bastards.

When Prasannan saw three Menachody cows in his cowshed, he was mighty pleased. He believed that the malevolence of the black magic delivered via a broken pot by a motherfucker son of a whore had become powerless and these cows with divine power were the reason.

In the ashram, he had heard about the Menachody breed. He also believed that those cows, procured through the hard work and efforts of Radhamani, were the power that brought him back. Therefore, from the day he arrived, he became his old hardworking self, cutting grass for the cows, feeding and bathing them.

After a few days, eking out some time in between his hectic schedule, Prasannan went to Reformation House to meet Jeremias.

‘President, things are going well at home. With three cows, we get a minimum of twenty-five bottles of milk. All the houses here put together can’t consume more than five bottles. We can’t waste the milk, can we? When we ask the restaurants here, no one is ready to pay a reasonable price. I went to him since I had no other choice. I don’t see him as a son; merely a restauranteur. That’s our relationship. He didn’t act uppity. He agreed to buy the milk. Now I supply the rest of the milk there.

‘President, no father can bear that sight. He has a tea-maker. Even with Jersey cow milk, one bottle is good enough to make eighteen cups of tea. This is Menachody cow milk. Twenty-five cups is the least. Do you know how many he manages? Fourteen! I told Ranjit, sack the guy immediately; I shall come and make tea for you. He is okay with the idea, but that slut tells me whoever comes to deliver milk should take the money and scram. Don’t hang around the shop.

‘How many years have I done the same work, president. If nothing else, didn’t I teach him how to make tea? President, please tell him to let me be in the restaurant at least for an hour. I just want to be with him for some time. I don’t have any other children, you know that don’t you, president?’

Since Prasannan sat with his head bowed, the tear drops fell directly on the floor. Jeremias sat staring at the small pool of tears that had nowhere to flow; he could not think of a response.

‘Prasanna, let me have a word with them,’ Jeremias said, without planning to.

Wiping his eyes, Prasannan rose. As he shuffled out, lost in his own reverie of running the restaurant along with his son, Jeremias had tuned out of Prasannan’s problem and was lost in other thoughts.

His mind had undergone a lot of changes in the many nights that followed the fateful night when he had surrendered on the soft and cushioning sand on the riverbank, which made one oblivious to the soiling that may be happening to oneself. Every time he tried to analyse the life of others, his own life, with increasing sourness, was churning his insides, muddying it and blocking all the light. He wished that the murkiness would never go away.
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Water

It was among the biggest dams of Malabar. The plan was to dam and collect all the waters that flowed down from Coorg and Wayanad into Irupuzha river, deliver them through canals as far away as Mahe to irrigate thousands of acres.

During one south-west monsoon and north-east monsoon, with the authorities unable to open the rusted shutters, the reservoir overflowed and submerged the houses and towns to the east of the dam. However, the water never flowed into the canals. For some time, though an attempt was made to pump water into canals using diesel pumps, it was given up as uneconomical.

The only benefit that the Perumpadians had from the dam was that even at the height of the blazing summer, with a dark green film covering, they had water brought in by the two tributaries. Another contribution of the dam was a continuum of poramboke lands, overrun by grass, along the Perumpadi river that no one could lay a claim to.

Perhaps because Perumpadi was at the top point of the reservoir, the water never reached half of the fields and turned them into poramboke. This land was used by the children of Perumpadi to play games such as football, volleyball and cricket, and by the adults for more sedentary but entertaining activities such as playing cards, drinking and moonshine production.

Kocha Biju was one who had been saved by the poramboke. From a very garden variety Biju, he had been transformed to Kocha Biju during his attempt to flee the women’s bathing ghat, swinging like the ape-man on a vine and landing up in the hands of Bony Sunny.

When he claimed that he was Kocharaghavan’s son, he was not merely trying to escape from getting thrashed by Sunny and others. His mother, Ilamulichi Rani, had pointed to Kocharaghavan and told him he was his father. Kocharaghavan too did not deny it, for Ilamulichi Rani was a regular at the river.

For a couple of days after the intervention by Sunny, Biju stayed away from the bathing ghat. However, in those two days, he felt he was in a void as if he had been alienated from humankind.

He did not frequent the ghat to watch random women bath. At a level that no one in Perumpadi had been able to reach, he was an arch observer of the female of the species cleansing themselves.

The type of bath each one took was dictated by their occupation. Narayanichechi, who, for the whole day, carried laterite stones and sand, spent most of her time at the river washing her clothes. After washing them, she used to lie submerged under water. She was dissipating all the heat that her flat-bellied, lithe body had absorbed during the day.

While soaping herself, Narayanichechi did not consider her body parts separately. Every region was given equal weightage and the soap was slid all over in a flash. After that, she used to dunk herself once more briefly in the water, towel down and quickly leave for home.

Another one who spent more time washing clothes was Alice. After speeding through her chores at home, she would arrive at the river with a huge bundle of all the dirty clothes flung around the house by the family members. The ones washed first would be spread either on the grass or the rocks. By the time the last piece was washed, the first lot would be dry. She never entered the water. She used a small bucket to pour water on herself.

Alice did not seem to bother about being visible to others. Her attitude seemed to be, whoever was doing their damnedest to watch or enjoy the sight, let them get their moments’ pleasure. She was preoccupied with the thoughts of washing herself as quickly and niftily as possible, gathering up the dried and not-so-dry clothes, bundling them separately and hurrying home. She still had chores waiting for her.

Nirmala used to take the most elaborate baths. Her husband lived somewhere away from Perumpadi; her main occupation was to spend the money he sent.

As soon as she arrived at the river, she would take off her clothes and change into a single mundu. She never had many dirty clothes to wash. First, she would sit on a rock and clean her nails and fingers. After using soap bark fibres to gently scrub each finger nail, she would dangle her legs in the water and let the fish nibble at them. After the common carps, climbing gouramis and olive barbs did their part of the pedicure, Nirmala herself would take over and use the flattened soap bark to do the rest of the cleaning and polishing. This was followed by a generous application of hibiscus shampoo on her hair.

The real work for the fish started after that. She would float on the water with her head out of the water, and continue to float until the fishes got into every nook and cranny to nibble and massage every spot thereof. Thereafter, massaging her body all over with bare hands first and after that with soap suds, washing her hair, dunking herself in the water, she would leave for home in a contented lassitude.

The gamut of bathers ran from Thankamani, who got herself a bath in the process of bathing her children; Shyby, the eighth standard student, who, fearing the cold, hesitated every time to enter the water, and having entered it, would raise hell in the water, refusing to leave till her frantic mother came in search of her; Kamalechi, who would breeze in and dash out and yet find time to gather up and dispose all the plastic junk, dead leaves and branches in the ghat; to Marychechi, who smoked a beedi in secret while bathing.

Kocha Biju had understood the many facets of these women’s personalities through his observations. He could not stand the thought that Bony Sunny and some others had alienated him from this torrential flow of knowledge.

On the third day of his sequestration, when he could not contain himself, Biju made a few decisions and headed for the river. In his hand were a chopper and a spade. He surveyed the area and decided on the best vantage point in the poramboke from where he could have an uninterrupted view of the bathing ghat.

In that area which had little cover, the first thing he did was to make a fence using staffs from the castor plant. Once the plants grew, the foliage would give him cover and make him invisible to the bathers. His second objective was to stake his claim to that plot of land.

When he had tilled the land and made ridges, his mother gave him some bitter gourd seeds. Since his objective was not farming, the seeds were planted without manure or fertilisers.

When the plants’ tendrils started to wail for support, he cut branches from the bamboo clumps near the riverbank and, without de-thorning or removing the leaves, stuck them between the bitter gourd climbers. The tendrils decided, thorns or not, to climb and latched onto the bamboo supports. The plants prospered and flowered. When the buds appeared, a colony of fruit flies appeared and made their home under the leaves. Too lazy to forage, they lived off the sap of the plant stems and the buds.

It did not matter to Biju whether the gourds had flowered or bloomed. We do not know whether it was because his times were good, but when the flowers started to fall and the plants to wilt, due to exhaustion, a famished sparrow dropped out of the sky onto his bitter gourd patch. As he fell feet-up, his eyes fell on the fruit fly colony. He did not need another invitation—he gobbled up the colony, eggs, drones and all. With the colony inside, he felt invigorated, flew off, brought in a few of his friends and feasted on the fruit fly spread in Biju’s bitter gourd patch.

After the visit of the sparrows, the buds that survived grew into big, juicy gourds. Biju had never imagined that the seeds he had flung around lazily would give such a rich harvest.

Although he had donated the first round of bitter gourds to the women who came to bath, once the vines started to be weighed down by the gourds, he was forced to pluck and sell them. The women were happy to receive the free gourds; Ilamulichi Mary was happier when her son brought her the money from the gourds’ sale.

Once he saw his plentiful crop festooning the bamboo supports, Biju gradually developed an affection for his bitter gourd patch. He started to spend the whole day weeding and pulling out grass from around the plants, watering them if they showed any signs of wilting and exterminating insects and worms before they could become pests. When he got an inkling that when the sun went down, a few men were using his patch as a venue for drinking and other nefarious activities, he started to sleep there in the nights.

As he lay on the powdery sand, he started to feel that the nights enriched by moonlight, stars, mist, cool breezes and the heady, if bitter, fragrance of the gourds were not so bad. He realized that farming had given him a happiness that was missing in his life and decided to continue with it.

The next year, he decided that he would plant bitter gourd again. As he was preparing the ground, Kocharaghavan surfaced in the river, holding a ribbon fish, which he flung on the beach. As it lay squirming on the sand, he said, ‘Give this to your old woman Ilamulichi. Tell her not to add too much chilli in the seasoning.’

Kocharaghavan surveyed his son’s attempts at farming. After assessing the fineness of the tilled soil and the alignment of the ridges, he directed a look at his son’s toes.

His toes were not straight and climbed over each other like ginger fingers. When he noticed that, Kocharaghavan laughed.

‘You will be lucky with your farming. But don’t do the same crop every year. Last year it was bitter gourd? This year do long beans; that will do well.’

The next day, he again surfaced bearing long bean seeds for his son. It was the eighteen-bean variety of long beans. No one had grown that variety in Perumpadi till then. As the climbers started to grow, this time too Biju planted bamboo branches as support. He used plantain fibres to make a trellis between the bamboo supports and the long beans grew luxuriantly over it. They gave Biju good returns that year too. The next year, Kocha surfaced with a kind of seed that Biju had not seen so far.

‘You plant them as you had done with bitter gourd. These will fetch good prices from now on.’

He obeyed his father and planted them. Only when the seeds sprouted and flowered did he realize they were velvet beans, the leaves of which cause severe itching and allergic reactions. Despite the insufferable cuss words of the itchy women who came for their bath and the rest of the Perumpadians, Biju went ahead with his farming.

Once he had switched crops every year and ran through bitter gourd, long beans, velvet beans, colocasia, elephant yam, ginger and turmeric, Biju became more interested in agriculture than voyeurism. He extended his farming beyond the poramboke lands and leased lands belonging to others.

As he prospered and earned a bit of money, Ilamulichi wanted to get him married. However, since he was her son, from Perumpadi, and a farmer to boot, finding a good bride proved to be difficult.

Broker Kuriachan discovered a suitable bride for him in the sixth year of their search. Her house was on the summit of the Echittakari Hill, adjacent to the Coorg forests.

‘Son, let me be frank. I have taken many prospective grooms to her place. But halfway up the hill, they’d all get tired and decide to return. She, on the other hand, goes up and down the hill twice a day. She has declared she’ll only have a man who can reach the place without panting. Do you think you can do it?’

Since Biju was desperate to marry, he decided to climb the hill. Since his body was firm and he had stamina from farming, he managed to reach the girl’s house without gasping for breath. She was beautiful and ready to work on the land.

After the wedding, Ilamulichi proudly paraded her daughter-in-law through the length and breadth of Perumpadi. Many of the men who had failed to scale Echittakari Hill looked at Biju’s bride with envy and longing.

When she worked at Biju’s farm in the poramboke, women who used that route to the bathing ghat tried to make conversation with her. However, she did not show much interest. She used to wait for them to finish their bath to have her own, in a deserted ghat.

Since, till then, she used to have her bath under the water channelled through split bamboo halves acting as conduits, in the beginning, Biju was afraid to let her into the river. The second time she was in the river, she showed him she could even dive underwater. With that Biju lost his fear.

Biju’s wedding was in April. The following August, on Uthradam, one day before Onam, when Biju’s wife returned from the river after her evening bath, Ilamulichi felt something was amiss. However, she did not disclose anything to Biju.

In the late evening, when Biju saw his wife had used more wicks than usual in the devotional lamp, he too had misgivings. When he asked her something, she was lost in thought and did not respond.

Biju had thought that the languor and preoccupation would extend to their bedroom. However, she was transformed into a libidinous, manic performer in bed. After they finished, planting a kiss on her as she lay on her stomach nibbling at the corner of the pillow case, Biju asked, ‘Umm . . . how come it’s a new you today?’

She merely smiled.

When he kissed her here and there a few times and asked again, she closed her eyes, turned everything into darkness, and said, ‘When I dived in today and came up for air, something brushed against my leg. I felt no fear, only a kind of pleasure. When I dived in again, I could see nothing. After a little while, it happened again. This was something as transparent as water. However much I looked, it couldn’t be seen. But yet, it was there, present. With my eyes closed, I stood in the river submerged till my neck. I felt I was being enveloped by it completely. Thereafter, whatever happened is indescribable.’

She kept her eyes closed. Biju was the one who could not close his eyes the whole night. In the darkness, water continued to roar all around him. Sometime in between, the water drowned him and he was unable to breathe.

Though it was the first Onam after his wedding, when Ilamulichi saw him leaving early in the morning without revealing his destination, she asked him, ‘Where are you going?’ He did not reply and only turned around and gave her a dark stare.

Kocharaghavan was watching the Tamilians who were fishing near the Tiger Trench. They were segregating by type and size the fishes caught in the net they had strung across the trench and which they had pulled in, after rowing to the other end on their woven bamboo boats. Since it was Onam, a few people had also come to buy fish. Kocharaghavan was explaining to them the name and qualities of each variety. When he saw Biju walking towards him, he looked up and smiled.

‘Father, you had come yesterday with your seeds, hadn’t you?’ Biju asked, speaking through clenched teeth.

At first, Kocharaghavan did not understand what Biju was getting at. Only after a little thought did he get the implication.

‘Oh, you mean in the river? That wasn’t for you. If I have seeds to give you, I will come ashore.’

‘You misbegotten whoreson born to a cunt fucked by an otter. I’ll not allow you to spread your seeds any more.’

Even when Biju had said those words, no one thought he would slap Kocha. The slap sent Kocha sprawling into the fish basket. Before he could pick himself up, Biju kicked him. Though some men tried to hold him back, Biju grabbed a knife used for slicing fish and threatened them and they backed off. Biju kept beating Kocha senseless, until Kocha lay unmoving. Before he left, Biju said, ‘You must leave this place today. I shouldn’t see you in this river from today onwards.’

Someone helped up Raghavan who was covered in fish slime, blood and sand. When he could raise his head, he pointed to the river. The people helped him into the water and laid him flat. He floated on the water like a corpse.

Kocharaghavan felt as if he had been afloat on the river from the time he had slipped into its waters from his mother’s womb till that moment. His body was drawing strength from the water.

It was the first time in his life that Kocha had yielded without hitting back. Why did it happen to me, he wondered. Was it because it was his son? No, it can’t be, for he had no relations. Then? Had his body become enfeebled from the time spent in the water? With every passing moment it would become weaker. Kocharaghavan should not be one to perish from such debilitation.

When this thought entered him, he dived into the depths of the river. The river, which had been flowing to the sea for eons, bore him also in the same direction.

During that journey, to watch him, all the bodies that he had retrieved over the years from the depths of the river lined the route as water formations in the whirlpools and trenches. When they recalled their lives and the human congregations they were part of, they smiled, looking at Kocharaghavan.

That smile was a testimonial to their recognition that the relationships they had while they were still animate beings, the relationships they believed were firmly rooted, in reality were ephemeral, and like Raghavan, they were solitary and alone. When Raghavan too understood that, he started to smile.

Two days later, a news appeared in the dailies that an unknown corpse was found on the rail tracks in Thalassery. People in Perumpadi did not believe it was Kocharaghavan. They preferred to believe that he was immortal and still inhabiting the river.

Many years later, a retired loco pilot, N.P. Ravikumar, seated in his modest flat in Ernakulam and consuming alcohol in moderation, narrated to his friend an incident that he could never forget.

‘Most of the suicides take place in the days following festivals such as Onam, Christmas, Vishu, All Saint’s Day, etc. I can’t tell you why. Some truths are revealed on such festive occasions. Don’t people commit suicide because they can’t face the truth? Although it happened the day after Onam, that isn’t the reason why I still remember it. I am dead certain that the man who came in front of my train had some distinctive characteristics. It happened somewhere between Thalassery and Kannur. Dawn had broken and the light was good. Since there was no rain, visibility was good. Swinging his arms, he walked towards the train, right in the middle of the track. He should have been at least six-and-a-half feet tall. As I tried to decelerate, he was running towards the train showing tremendous courage. I have seen many people who have jumped in front of trains. At least, at the last moment, their faces show fear or anxiety or a numb expression. But this one was nothing like that. He kept running in, showing no distress until his last leap, when he let out a celebratory bellow. Among all those who chose to die under my trains, he’s the one I’ll never forget.’

Many of the people who witnessed the showdown between the father and son had decided that the humiliated Kocharaghavan would not return. Those who spread the news even went so far as to say he had committed suicide by jumping into the river.

On the day of Onam, Neeru had been told by someone that Kocharaghavan had been thrown into the river by his son. Though she believed that he would return from the river, she was not able to control her tears when she thought about how he had been thrashed by his own son.

Though Kamalakshiyechi did not know why Neeru was crying, she tried to console her. Kamalakshiyechi believed that no one should ask people who cry why were they crying. If it was something which had to be shared, they would themselves say it once the initial distress was over. However, not wanting Neeru to be sad while she was pregnant, Kamalakshiyechi tried to cheer her up with her prattle.

‘During these times, we all wish our men were by our side. But can everyone do that? He’ll come, molae, he’ll come this week.’

She spoke on the assumption that Neeru was weeping because Arun had not come from Bangalore. Neeru was not bothered about how long Arun had been away from home. Kamalakshiyechi had no recall of the date and month of his last visit. Neither was she interested in keeping everything in mind and connecting the dots. Her nature was to respond happily and pleasantly to whatever was at hand.

Arun did turn up the next week, on the day Jeremias Paul was retiring from the Kacherikadavu Cooperative Bank.

He woke up late, after 10 a.m. He did not speak to Neeru or even look at her. When he came down after getting dressed, even the question, ‘Has papa left?’ was addressed to Kamalakshiyechi.

‘He has, today is his retirement day,’ Neeru spoke, looking at him to see if he would raise his bowed head.

‘Yeah, I know,’ he replied without raising his head and went out.

The send-off was held in the small auditorium in the bank. To be exact, from a mere send-off, the event had grown into one where the local people were honouring him for his services. Apart from the employees, the managing committee members and the grandees of panchayat were also present.

Arun reached the auditorium before the event started. The bank president took him to the front row and seated him. Jeremias smiled at him; however, only the two of them recognized that the smile was wan and forced.

From the bank president who started the proceedings to the secretary who gave the vote of thanks, everyone spoke of Jeremias Paul’s life that had been dedicated to his society. However, everyone liked the speech of M.P. Manikutty, the panchayat president.

After a preamble, he said, ‘Jeremias Paul is a poet.’

Since the members of the audience did not know of this facet of Jeremias, they looked at each other with wild surmise.

He continued with a smile. ‘The kind of poet mentioned at the end of Balachandran Chullikkad’s poem, A Variety of Poets.’

He recited the lines:


A rare breed of poets is akin to

Primary school teachers.

Their renown crosses not their village bounds;

Yet, the godly light in eyes of the tiny tots

Who, every day, sit in front of them

Keep sanctifying them.

Untouched by greed for world-renown

Or angsts for attaining immortality, one day,

Contended, they shall retire into the bosom of God.



‘That is the true poet. Jeremias Paul is that poet. Few people would have heard of him outside the village of Perumpadi. However, he is being sanctified by the brimming eyes of the many who have sat in front of him with gratitude for forging back the shattered links of their broken families. He is greater than men that great nations have created. During my youth, there was a saying—to end up in Perumpadi. It meant the flight of people who had lost everything and had no leg to stand on.

‘If the Perumpadi with such a reputation has been transformed to the Perumpadi of today, the greatest contribution has been from Jeremias Paul and his father Paul sir. He looks at people not as individuals but an integral constituent for the progress and development of family and the locality. As I am in constant touch with the police station, I know that very few cases are reported from Perumpadi. Yet, this place has all the ills that social life is subject to. However, the difference between other places and Perumpadi is that the latter has Jeremias Paul. The place has his laws and systems for dispute settlement. His success comes from acceptance of these systems and laws by everyone.

‘It is not easy to create and gain such acceptance. I consider it the good fortune of Perumpadi that they found such a paragon. He has been able to shape the basic social unit of humans—the family—using his laws. He is an excellent social engineer. I use this opportunity to pay my respects to him as he continues to lead a life of sacrifice for the betterment of this place. His retirement from the bank is going to make him a busier man. I shall conclude with my prayers that he may be granted health and longevity to continue to do social service.’

As each person spoke about him, Jeremias kept thinking about the people who had come to him and their problems. The solace he had provided them were his good deeds. All of them loved him and he was a valued person for them.

During these ruminations, his eyes would wander and settle on his son. Each time that happened, he felt all the self-esteem he had gathered from his good deeds falling to pieces. He felt he was someone else altogether. Therefore, he tried to avoid looking at his son. Arun returned home without partaking of the refreshments served at the end of the meeting.

Jeremias, who reached home very late, headed directly for the river. He took off his clothes and stood inside the water, staring at the wavelets that glinted in the darkness. Although he was aware that it was the forces of darkness in that river that had turned him into a sinner, he could not bring himself to hate the river.

Despite having used the mundu to towel himself lightly, water was still dripping off his body. That none of the lights were on in his home was comforting for him. When he pushed open the door that had been left unlocked, he heard Arun’s voice from the darkness.

‘I need to talk to you, papa.’

What startled him was not the unexpected voice in the darkness but the realization that the dreaded moment had arrived.

‘Let me dry myself.’

His voice quavered as he asked his son for time. He entered his room and shut the door behind him. Without switching on the light, he towelled himself down and changed into a lungi.

From the almirah, Jeremias retrieved the dagger that his father had handed down as an heirloom. Despite the passage of time, it had no rust. A knife being handed down the generations was a tradition in many of the families who had migrated to Malabar. These knives never rusted and glinted and scared the generations.

Holding the knife, he sat in his room for a long while. Convoluted thoughts, which did not progress naturally from one to the other, passed through his mind. Eventually, he put it back in its sheath and returned it to the almirah.

In the darkness, Jeremias went and sat in front of his son as if for the Last Judgement. Arun spoke, ‘Papa, in a way, Neeru is the victim of our wrongs, yours and mine. She is carrying now. We need not go into how it happened. Let her deliver and bring up the child. I shall be there as her husband so that she faces no dishonour. We have to only think about things beyond that. I do not care who points fingers at me; I have chosen a lifestyle that my body demanded from me. My subterfuge was to sustain that. Which is why she came in as the daughter-in-law of our home. I am happy with my present life. However, she too should have a life that her body demands. I am ready to give her a divorce whenever she wants it. We can give her, her share. But she should marry the person she likes. Whoever it is, I have no objection.’

What Jeremias felt then was not relief, but a mortal fear of how long he would have to wait for his own Last Judgement.








[image: Penguin walking logo]


Nuns

‘He made all this money swindling the stupid nuns,’ Theruva Mathu told Uthaman about Louis of Louis Constructions. Weakened by cirrhosis, Mathu had to be helped up from his bed by Uthaman and brought out of the shed.

It was when Uthaman commented, ‘All the buggers construct palatial houses. Louis builds them. The way some people get lucky!’ that Mathu had to, gasping for breath, inform him of the nuns being duped.

When Mathu had fallen ill, his wife had taken him to his daughter’s house in Chempanthotty. After a few days, stating that he could not bear the insulting behaviour of his son-in-law, Mathu returned to his home in Perumpadi. His wife stayed back at Chempanthotty, stating that for the first time in her life, she was having three square meals a day and she was not about to go back to the hellish life in Perumpadi.

When he was leaving his daughter’s house, Mathu called his wife out and told her, ‘If you turn up in Perumpadi ever, I will break your legs. Do you understand, you whore, your own son-in-law’s kept woman.’

While he was leading a solitary life, in the monsoon rains, the rear part of the house collapsed. A few people helped demolish the house and built a small shed in its place. Mathu lived there.

Once in a while, someone would deliver some food. Twice a week, palliative workers from the panchayat would come to administer medicines and give him a bath. Some of the nuns from the Perumpadi convent used to call on him during home visits of parishioners. Mathu had come to know of Louis building convents from them.

‘Shall we play a round?’ Uthaman asked, looking at Mathu who was leaning against the wall. Mathu’s eyes welled up.

He had been thinking about playing cards for the past many days. Had Uthaman come sensing that desire? True friends need not be by one’s side; however far there are, they can read the minds of their friends and will turn up when needed.

Mathu nodded. Happy, Uthaman took out the three packs of tattered playing cards stuck into his waist and asked Mathu to cut the cards to draw lots to decide who would deal first. When Mathu pulled the card, it fell to Uthaman. After shuffling the cards and dealing, as usual, Uthaman took a two-rupee coin and placed it in front of them. As Mathu made no move, Uthaman was forced to tell him, ‘Put up your stake.’

Mathu laughed, assuming Uthaman was being facetious. When he saw that there was only laughter and no stake was forthcoming, Uthaman asked, ‘What, you have no stake?’

When Mathu realized Uthaman was not joking, he stopped laughing and said, ‘Where do I have money, Uthama? If I had two rupees, I’d have got myself a few beedis.’

‘No money? Cards shouldn’t be played without stake.’ He gathered up the cards, not ready to break his own law. Uthaman had come to Mathu because he could not find anyone else to play with a two-rupee stake. Uthaman had not realized Mathu was so broke that he did not have even two rupees on him. Disappointed, when he was leaving, Uthaman felt it would not be good if he did not counsel Mathu on his ingratitude.

‘Don’t sit and bad-mouth those nuns. Shouldn’t you be grateful for what they do for you?’

Although he did not have the strength to grind his teeth, or even enough of them to do it, Mathu did the best he could under the circumstances and ground his gums heartily. He also abused Uthaman in his mind, asking him to go suck dicks of the corpses laying in a row in the graveyard at Payyambalam.

That afternoon, the nuns helped Mathu go back into the shed. He had teared up on that occasion too, not out of the guilt of dubbing them as stupid, but because of the regret that Louis was able to mint money by mulcting those nuns.

Though the public had been making such allegations, Louis had not made his money by cheating anyone. The quality of his construction was reasonably good. He used to keep a margin that was more than reasonable. That was how it was with him. He prospered because his humble ways attracted people and won him more projects.

The contract for the convent of Sisters of Holy Healing was a lucky break and something that fell into his lap while he was running his well rings business in Irupuzha. It was the first convent of the SHH congregation in Malabar.

The congregation was started in Neerangaanam in Thiruvithamkoor and did not have any claim to antiquity or pedigree. Faced with some initial setbacks, Mother Superior Sr Philomena was compelled to start more convents in addition to the founding convent at Neerangaanam. This led to the establishment of the convent at Irupuzha, at that time essential for the continuance of the congregation. Louis had helped them at that critical juncture.

SHH was formed by the nuns of the Holy Lamp Congregation, the famous Maidens of the Holy Lamp. Better known as HLC, they were one of the formidable congregations in Thiruvithamkoor, considering their wealth and standing.

Though the official motive attributed to Father Manjappathalil Shourya—renowned as the Vicar of the Hungry—for establishing HLC was reformation of Kerala Christian families, there were detractors who had others things to say.

At some point, Father Shourya had come to a conclusion that life—whether as men of the cloth or laymen—without women was rather boring. It was reported that he would declaim at various places that whatever was happening in the families should happen in the Church too, and only then would the priests gain the knowledge and experience to intervene in family matters, given that families were the basic units of the Church.

Some of the laity claimed that Father Shourya had, therefore, formed the congregation in the name of maidens waiting for their man with lit lamps, so that the priests could have a taste of what family life was all about.

Whatever may have been the motive, HLC members used to render services such as resolving women’s problems in their families, supporting them through prayers, and holding family reformation retreats. Before Father Shourya’s demise, HLC had grown into a massive congregation with eighteen convents.

Forty years following the death of Father Shourya, another priest from the Manjappathalil family, Father Abraham, rose to a position of eminence in the diocese on the back of his good behaviour. Since he bore the family name of its founder, Father Abraham alias Avirachan was given the status of a patron by the generalate and its convents.

Around that time, Sister Philomena, then a nun in the HLC’s Neerangaanam convent, started a new therapy. In the beginning, it was not considered a treatment. For having a good family life, she used to advise some members of the flock to drink plenty of water to have a peaceful mind, stop eating spicy food for anger management, consume uncooked sprouts to strengthen the body and fast for improving concentration.

Gradually, without even Sr Philomena realizing it, it turned into a therapy. Many people benefited from the way of life she advised, and were cured of their ills.

As more people turned up to consult her, she started a tiny clinic in a small room attached to the convent. Her therapy included naturopathy, counselling and prayers.

Sr Philomena believed the therapy was her child and it needed a name; after much thought, she came up with Holy Naturopathy.

While the therapy was getting more popular, Avirachan reached Neerangaanam to attend a maiden sermon of one of the priests. Deciding that, having come all the way, he should visit the HLC convent, he made a call there after the sermon.

He was meeting Sr Philomena for the first time. He realized from her beauty, grace and demeanour that she was no ordinary nun. Their conversation reinforced his opinion.

‘I’ve heard that you have started a new therapy. Is it suitable for us priests?’ he asked half in jest, sipping his coffee.

‘Even if you are a priest, it doesn’t change the nature of the human body, does it? So, it should work,’ she also replied lightly.

Though his mouth was full of avalose podi, when Avirachan heard her, he laughed aloud. Then he spoke with more gravity.

‘What time do you start consultations? Give me also a token.’

‘Father, why do you need a token? When your repast is over, come over.’

The transformation of the priest once he was in the consultation room surprised the nun. For a little while, he sat gazing into her eyes. He felt the still youthful nun filling the gap of a feminine presence in his life.

In his younger days, he’d wanted to start a family. He had to become a priest on the insistence of his father.

When Avirachan was an adolescent boy, his father had noticed that the skin behind his ears had become wrinkled and grey as if covered with dandruff. As a motherless child, his father had to look after him. Although his father ignored it in the beginning, when it appeared in three or four other spots, he took his son to a vaidya. The famous vaidya took his father aside and informed him, ‘Please do not feel bad when I tell you this. In Ayurveda this illness is known as kithiba, a milder one among the eleven types of leprosy. It can’t be cured, but can be controlled through treatment. The acharyas have deemed that the patients of this disease would do well to control their food habits and lead an ascetic life.’

Avirachan’s father was under the misapprehension that priests did fasts and penances and led a life of abstinence and discipline. Which was why he decided to send his son to the seminary.

Believing that he was living a life of abstinence due to his devotion and passion for ascetic life, the inmates of the seminary showed Avirachan a special respect. This respect had enabled Avirachan to shoot up through the hierarchy and attain eminence.

Though a group of nosey-parker priests had found out the reason behind his asceticism, they did not carry tales to the authorities since once he had been made a priest, there was no taking it back. Even if they were told of this, the authorities also could do nothing.

Although Avirachan had tried allopathy, ayurveda and homeopathy treatments one after the other, nothing had cured his secret illness. He confessed all this to the nun, like he would to a wife. In that short time, she also felt an affinity for him, unlike with other patients. She decided to use the full potential of her treatment for his benefit.

Sr Philomena said that for the treatment to be effective, she needed Avirachan to be under her care at least for three months. With the special permission of the Mother Superior, Father Abraham Manjappathalil was allotted a room in the convent and the treatment started.

She was conscious that he was the patron of the congregation and could not be trifled with or be treated like others with no guarantee of being cured. Hence, she took the next steps with great care.

She met an ayurvedic physician near Kottayam and learnt from him the treatment methods for psoriasis. She included those medications and methods and practised a reformatted Holy Naturopathy on Avirachan.

She started with a simple water enema and stomach wash. The next step was purification of the body by drinking only salted water and fasting along with prayers. The treatment progressed to consumption of only those vegetables that could be eaten raw, and lying down for the whole day, after application of a specially-prepared herbal oil all over the body.

In the next stage, aloe vera, jasmine flowers and raw turmeric were wet ground in cow urine and applied on his body. Some concoctions and tablets increased the effectiveness of the treatment. At the final stage, Father was put in a mud bath—mud excavated from the riverside in Idukki—in which he had to lie for ten hours. He was also on a strict diet.

Although, fearing his illness, he had controlled his desires, Avirachan was not completely rid of the taste for the creature comforts that life as a priest afforded. The treatment proscribed all such comforts. As a consequence, he started to show psychological stress and become angry for no reason, walked around sleepless at night, turned aggressive and had emotional breakdowns.

At that point, Sr Philomena had to go beyond the call of duty. More than a physician, she had to be like a family member—sit beside the father and lighten his mind through cheerful chatter; pray for him and provide solace; and console him with hugs and caresses.

Avirachan had had a motherless childhood. Therefore, during the treatment he was experiencing the proximity and care of a woman for the first time in his life. He felt that such a life was happier and more beautiful than the life he had led till then.

In four months, he was completely cured. Sr Philomena described it as the first complete success of Holy Naturopathy. Although he was cured, Avirachan was forlorn to leave the convent.

He wondered if he should throw away his cassock, marry Sr Philomena and go and live somewhere. He suggested this many times to Sr Philomena. However, she took things professionally. She patted his cheeks and asked him to stop being silly. Only when she said that she was going nowhere, forsaking all the security that the Church and congregation provided, did the penny drop and the priest realize that he was being stupid.

Sr Philomena had been dreaming about the success of Holy Naturopathy. She was working towards parlaying the Church’s reach and facilities effectively for the cause. When she put forth a proposal for an institution for research in and practice of Holy Naturopathy, Father Abraham gave it his wholehearted support.

The Holy Healing Jeevalayam was started in a two-acre plot, a kilometre away from the Neerangaanam convent. The land was bought and the building registered in the name of Father Abraham. Sr Philomena started to spend all her time at the Jeevalayam hospital, treating people.

Around that time, a girl called Valsa was brought to the convent by her mother. During the interview, Mother Superior could make out that Valsa had no interest in donning the habit and was not responding to any divine calling. However, she agreed that she could stay in the convent without becoming a nun.

Initially, she was highly loyal to Mother Superior. However, once she started to assist Sr Philomena in the hospital, her fealty shifted. Within a few days, Sr Philomena realized that Valsa was trustworthy and that due to certain circumstances, she would never leave the convent.

The hospital flourished quickly; not only were the expenses on the land and building recouped, it started to show regular profits. That set off some amount of disaffection and antipathy in the convent.

Allegations cropped up, such as the entire funds of Jeevalayam were handled by Sr Philomena; no accounts were being submitted; she was not obeying her superiors in the convent; Valsa considered herself answerable only to her; the sister was arrogant because she was close to Father Abraham and so on.

When trivial issues turned bigger and worse, Sr Philomena and Valsa stopped going to the convent. That led to the Mother Superior dismissing her from the convent. Shaken, Sr Philomena went and met Father Abraham.

‘Sister, have your coffee. We can find a solution for everything.’ He spoke lightly as if he had been expecting it.

‘I have been told that I am dismissed from the congregation. If I go home after being thrown out of the convent, my family will kill me.’

‘Oh, they can do no such thing. Come here, let me pray with my hand on your head.’

She knelt in front of him. The priest placed his hand on her head and stood with his eyes closed. He was touching her after a very long time. Both of them felt an ineffable relief in that position. The thought that ran through Avirachan’s mind at that time was that Father Shourya—who had realized long ago that the relationship that existed between man and woman could not be extinguished by monasticism or priesthood and had started the congregation of nuns—should be canonized.

Inspired by the energy from his caresses on the nun’s head and new paths thus being revealed to him, the priest helped her to get back on her feet. Looking into her eyes, he said, ‘Philomena, God revealed the greatness of a woman to me through you. The same God now tells me Philomena is not meant to be a mere sister; she’s destined to be a mother. Mother of a whole new congregation.’

Sr Philomena did not discard the habit given by HLC. She merely changed its colour. That was the beginning of the Sisters of Holy Healing congregation in Kerala. Jeevalayam became its generalate. And Father Abraham Manjappathalil became the patron of the congregation.

It was necessary to convert it into a congregation to be reckoned with, with enough members, recognition and grandeur. The convent in Malabar was part of that attempt. Though Mother Superior Philomena and Father Abraham had finalized the land and done the documentation, to stay there and oversee the construction was too much of a bother.

At Neerangaanam, the congregation was facing all the problems that a newly minted one would. The major one was how to increase its members. New girls had to be identified, counselled, trained in prayers; at the same time, the affairs at Jeevalayam had also to be managed. There was one Mother Philomena to do everything. It was at this critical juncture that Louis put up his hand.

‘Mother, I am taking the responsibility. Which means, like the head of a family, I shall take care of things here. For me too, it’s a matter of my survival.’

Mother believed him. Louis’s success lay in that trust being kept even when SHH was into building their sixth convent. Every step he took on the ladder to success was reason for him to become humbler.

‘President, he knows quite well that people need those who show deference to them. Therefore, he has no hesitation in being servile before anyone. But only I know that he behaves in this fashion while seething inside. All that he has to suppress inside in front of others, he takes it out on us at home. If he had shown me the same consideration that he does to a stray dog in our locality, today I wouldn’t be standing before you with my grievance.’

Elizabeth, Louis’s wife, who had come to Reformation House secretly on a Sunday after the mass, was unburdening herself to Jeremias.

‘Till now, neither our children nor I have had our meals seated at the dining table. We have to sit on the floor in the kitchen. That too eat only in aluminium vessels. I have no right to cook any food; all that the maid should do. He will show great humility to her. The maid needn’t wash clothes or dishes; that I have to do. I have to be in bed only to suffer his perversities. After that, my place is on the floor. I don’t know how to tell you more. Till this day, I’ve not informed my own folks anything about this. Since there is no one but our family in our house, no one knows anything. There has to be an end to all this. Am I not a human being?’

Jeremias kept gazing at Elizabeth. However, within him something else was stirring disquiet. Neeru had been admitted for her delivery in a hospital at Irupuzha. Her mother was with her. Kamalakshiyechi too had been despatched to the hospital.

What should he tell Elizabeth? How could he present the case before Louis without making things worse for her? He needed time to think.

‘Elizabeth, I find it hard to believe that Louis is such a man. If what you have said is true, the matter is very serious. It’s not something that can be dealt with so easily. Let me have a word with him without directly touching upon this. I need some time. I shall call you after that.’

Though he ran into Louis at a wedding two weeks later, he was not in a state of mind to talk to him about anything.

‘Sir, if you have some time, I need to talk to you,’ Louis told him, out of earshot of everyone. The next day Louis landed up at Reformation House.

‘Sir, though she didn’t tell me, I have come to know that the story of my family problems has reached you. You know well that I will abide by whatever you tell me. Why then did you not tell me of her coming to you?’

Louis was standing before Jeremias, refusing to sit down, though Jeremias had insisted that he should. His diction was like one who had been trained in a seminary. His constant interaction with priests and nuns had changed his character.

‘I still do not believe that you have the faults that she described. I didn’t ask you about them since I believe that you are capable of rectifying them yourself,’ Jeremias said, once again requesting Louis to sit down.

‘Sir, I don’t know what all she has filled your ears with. Whatever they are, I am going to tell you some things which I have not told anyone else in my life. You may give me a decision after hearing me out. I shall obey that. I do not have the capacity to take a decision by myself.’

Louis started his narration from his flight to Coorg to escape being skewered by Choorniyil Jose’s knife. After his return from Coorg and starting his well ring business, he came into enough money to make a living. When he accepted the contract to build the convent, he needed more funds. He approached Malan Ouseph with the title deed of his land and a letter of transfer of his machinery.

Malan Ouseph never made any attempts to hide his conviction that everyone was beneath him. As Louis stood deferentially in front of him, ready to bend backwards, Malan asked him if he had not run away from the place after screwing another man’s wife, and had his mother not come from some unknown place with him, and with no relatives anywhere, how could Malan trust him and give him money.

Listening to this, Elizabeth, the only child of Malan, stood by, laughing. Even after those words, Louis maintained his hunched position. Malan was happy to see that attitude and gave him the money after keeping the documents.

After the convent was built and he received his payment, Louis paid back the principal and interest. At that time too, Malan did not spare him his opinions on his provenance and his flaws. Louis remained stooped and listened to everything with a smile. Despite becoming rich almost in the blink of an eye, Louis continued to borrow money from Malan off and on.

Although Malan knew of Louis’s increasing prosperity, each time he welcomed him with the usual litany of his flaws and faults. Louis remained deferential. When Malan realized that Louis had become rich beyond measure and there were no chances of him going broke ever, he told him that if he wanted, Louis could marry his daughter. Louis accepted that offer too, humbly.

Malan wanted a meek son-in-law. Louis remained servile in front of Malan. He excused himself timidly only from one thing—the demand that he stay at Malan’s house. He said that he had built a new house and it was his desire to live with his family there. Looking at his obsequiousness, Malan granted him the right to stay at his own house with his wife.

‘President, her father, grandees of this place, the priests and nuns, are all riding roughshod over me. Shouldn’t I too boss over someone? If I try to do it outside, my business will suffer. If I do it in my own home, that risk is not there. When I first went to her house, her father asked me very sweetly if I wasn’t a bastard. That day she was laughing. Even today, when I see her, that laughter rings in my mind. And, in spite of myself, one thing leads to another. It’s not that I don’t love her.’

When he said this, the cloak of humility that he was wearing till then slipped, but before it hit the floor, he made a grab and pulled it in back in place.

‘Sir, it’s now been going for long. I too would like to mend my ways. I shall do as you tell me.’

Jeremias thought for a little while and said, ‘In reality, the problem doesn’t lie in your behaviour at home. It’s with your behaviour elsewhere. If you correct it there, at home it will correct itself. Why are you showing all this humility even now? You have made enough money for a few generations. Why should you be scared of Malan? What more will you earn by grovelling in front of him? You can afford to boss him now. What you should do is choose a few whom you can boss around without causing you any losses. With that, things will get righted. Think, how long should your wife suffer for an indiscreet laughter in her youth? Till her marriage, she was under Malan’s thumb. After her marriage, she came under yours. Wouldn’t she also want to boss some people? No, perhaps not hold a stick over others, at least she should live like a decent human being.’

Louis had taken a few decisions before he left Reformation House. He was already aware that people who would suffer any abuse of authority were available for a price. He decided to go down that path to improve his family life.

Every month, he should spend a few days riding roughshod over everyone. He built a resort in Bangalore solely for this purpose. He appointed a few people there who would suffer any ignominy if they were paid for it. Every month, for three or four days, he went to the resort in the company of women who charged him per sadomasochistic act.

Spending handsomely, in his resort, he recreated stand-ins for Malan Ouseph, Father Abraham Manjappathalil, Mother Philomena, Shukoor Haji and each and every one in front of whom he had to bow down in his business life. Inventing reasons, he showered vile abuses questioning their paternity and lineage and found happiness in that. He used his unchallenged power inhumanely over them to find mental peace.

At the time of his departure from the resort, everyone who had suffered at his hands was made to line up before him. To each he would give a sum larger than their monthly wages and ask them to laugh aloud. He would walk out as the laughter of those helpless people rang out.

When he returned to Perumpadi every time, try as he might, he could never bring out his overbearing attitude. He continued to be obsequious in front of Malan and others. Although he could not bring himself to show the same submissiveness at home, he had changed a lot from his previous self. Elizabeth was relieved that she was allowed to eat with him and sleep by his side.

Jeremias reflected on the advice he had given to Louis, who had come to him without being summoned. He felt relieved that he was able to arrive at solutions as before. It was a good thing that Elizabeth had turned up with this problem. Thinking about the speck of sawdust in someone else’s eye was the best way to forget the pain from the beam in one’s own eye.

Are the burning and heaviness from the enormous beam in his eye abating? Time converts concealed sins into habits. Put in another way, acts that are not exposed do not count as sins. A man by himself cannot segregate what he does into rights and wrongs. As far as he is concerned, they are merely his actions.

Our acts get slotted as rights and wrongs only in a social milieu. To find mental peace, along with the daughter whom he had got pregnant, the karanavar of Cherukana had to flee from his own social milieu to the bolthole that Perumpadi was.

Jeremias felt smug that he had found that inner peace without running away. Now, with no qualms, he was enjoying the praise that came his way as the man who led Perumpadi to virtuous family relationships. Only now had he become a true-blue, unapologetic Perumpadian.

Arun came to see Neeru’s child only one-and-a-half months after her delivery. Following two monsoons, the trees had started to shed leaves in anticipation of the approaching winter.

Neeru stood at the window looking at the rubber trees’ leaves that had fallen in the early morning breeze. Though the sun was shining, there was a chill in the air. Her baby was sleeping covered in a small fleece blanket. Neeru turned to look at her. Her baby’s initial evenings in this world were filled with the thunderstorms of the north-east monsoon. It was now the onset of her first winter. Neeru went and sat by her side.

Before entering the room, Arun stood at the threshold for a little while, with unfocused eyes. Neeru rose to her feet when she saw him. She feared he was staring at her baby. She tried to draw the infant towards her and hold her close.

‘When did you come?’ she asked as she kept watching his face to see if there was a change in his expression.

‘In the night.’ When he smiled while replying, Neeru was relieved. Arun walked to the bed and stood looking at the baby’s face for a little while. Then he bent down and gathered the child in his arms. Neeru’s nervousness returned. However, he held the baby close to his chest like an overprotective, loving mother.

With her eyes still closed, as she lay in his arms, the baby smiled. After smiling for a short while, she started to nudge Arun’s chest seeking the suckling breasts. She started to wail when she met with no success. Later, during the day, Arun picked her up and carried her around on many occasions, which made Kamalakshiyechi say, ‘What if he came late, look how much he cares for the baby.’

Neeru was perturbed when she heard that.

The next evening, before leaving for Bangalore, Arun came to Neeru’s room once more. He did not pay any attention to the baby. He spoke calmly with Neeru.

‘I seek your forgiveness for all the wrongs I have done. I am aware that these words alone are no recompense. Therefore, I would like to make amends. You can still have a family life. I shall move out of your life. I shall send the divorce notice next week. It’ll come through quickly when it’s with mutual consent. Don’t consider it as compensation for what I have put you through. Consider it as your right. I shall be transferring in your name 50 per cent of this property. You may live with this child’s father in peace.’

He left without waiting for her reply. Neeru’s sympathy for him deepened. When she looked out, she felt the fallen leaves on the family’s property were reaching out plaintively to the sky with their many tiny hands. Neeru slammed shut the window lest the breeze of their lamentation touched her baby. For the first time after her wedding, Neeru felt alone in that house.
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Kuruvilla Club

‘There were no fucking couples. How did you think my family could deal with that dick-faced, god-awful bunch of baboons? They aren’t, for fuck’s sake, human beings, what kinda ass-fuckery was that? And what kind of pussy-fart is this Mr Jeremias Paul?’ F.C. Kuruvilla, Regional Manager, Malabar, of a multinational insurance company, sputtered, beside himself with rage.

Puliyelil Robin, who could pick up only a couple of words in that tirade, nodded and said, ‘That’s true, sir.’

‘What do you mean that’s true? Mr Robin, hadn’t I told you that you shouldn’t start a chapter in this place. You don’t deserve it. Now what?’

‘Sir, the people of Perumpadi have become prosperous. Honestly, I had suggested starting our club believing it would give them a leg-up,’ Robin tried to explain.

Robin was the agent of the insurance company at Irupuzha. He had met Kuruvilla at the company’s regional meet. He appeared to be a good man, sufficiently well-off and equally boastful. He was also a Lord Muck with an unpronounceable title, high up in an international club.

Deciding he needed to do something to curry favour with Kuruvilla sir, Robin thought hard. A product of that extreme mental exercise was the idea he mooted to Kuruvilla sir—to start a chapter of his club in Perumpadi. Kuruvilla had warned him at that time that it would not work and only city-dwellers would know how to behave as its members.

‘Sir, don’t think that way. Perumpadi is now the place of the parvenus. Most of them have studied outside and learnt the ways of the city. Mark my words, this will be best unit of the club in Malabar.’

Robin’s plan was that if the club did happen, suited and booted, he could strut around and his policy-selling would get a boost. He also fancied that if Kuruvilla sir was invited as the chief guest and flattered suitably, it would make things easier for him with the company too.

Robin buttonholed a few people who, though they had become wealthy, had not earned commensurate prestige that should come with the wealth. The idea of the club appealed to them. The plan was to inaugurate the club with a New Year’s Eve party, till then unknown in Perumpadi. The attendee list was the twenty-odd members and their families. Since he took it for granted that he would be the club president, he put forth a suggestion.

‘When we are spending all this money doing this event, shouldn’t the public also get to know of it? What’s your opinion on inviting a few leading lights of this area as our guests?’

‘Dinner’s included, ain’t it? Should we feed them too at our expense?’ Pullolikkal Jijo had a genuine concern.

‘That would be too much. We can charge five hundred rupees for a guest pass. Let them join in the New Year’s Eve celebrations. However, they won’t be given membership of the club.’ Robin developed on his idea.

‘Will all the riff-raff get in?’ asked someone.

The meeting dispersed with the unanimous opinion—‘None of the tight-arses is going to spend five hundred rupees and haul their asses here. What is New Year’s Eve for those buggers?’

The first two events were the club inauguration and the installation of the office-bearers. The chief guests were Kuruvilla sir and his consort. On the dais were also the governors and deputy governors wearing suits, and their consorts, all decked up and easy on the eye.

The main entertainment for the audience was watching this bunch of suited gents and their women in sleeveless blouses, of a kind they had only watched in movies. As the show progressed with a bell that was rung every now and then, and people placing their hand on their chest and taking the oath, the applause from the audience brought the roof down.

Though the installation went off smoothly, Robin, who had been elected the president, had serious misgivings about the New Year celebrations and fellowship that were to follow. It had started to trouble him from the time the guest passes went on sale.

The hope and intention were that the rich would buy the passes. But the money bags considered Rs 500 exorbitant for a dinner. The majority of the passes were bought by those people who, the organizers had thought, would not bother to spend the amount. As the inauguration went on, the club members from Perumpadi had noticed signs of what could follow. Therefore, they had prudently sent their women back before the fellowship hour began.

The invitees were attending an event in a rural setting for the first time. Since he had anticipated that they would ask for the distilled cashew arrack that Perumpadi was renowned for, Robin had arranged the stuff in two 10-litre canisters.

As soon as the installation was done, the invitees dove into fellowship. Dinner was buffet style with separate food stations. The guests started with the cashew arrack. For Perumpadians, women drinking in public was a new sight.

As a lady stood conversing and sipping from a small glass, the comment of one of guest pass holders, ‘Chechi, you are downing it plenty, aren’t you?’ set off peals of laughter amongst the guests. The lady called the man to her side, made small talk and pronounced that she liked the innocence of such rustic people.

As Robin watched the guest pass holders run amuck, cutting queues at the food stations, and loading their plates indiscriminately with food of every cuisine, he asked a member of the catering staff, ‘Are you plying these sods with the other stuff? All of them are getting increasingly drunk!’

‘Sir, all of them have brought their own stuff. After drinking, the way they are gobbling up, I doubt if there’ll be enough food for all.’

Robin realized that man too was drunk. Suddenly there was an uproar among the guests. It started with a guess pass holder commanding Kuruvilla sir to put his jacket back on, which he had taken off to have his dinner. Robin got in between, played the peacemaker and separated both of them. Another fuss was started by someone complaining that the mutton stew served was too less.

‘Why, you matted clump of pubic hair, when you serve us, your hand doesn’t function? I have come in paying five hundred rupees. I’ll do as I please—I may eat, I may throw it away. Serve, you sonofabitch.’

This session of fellowship was marked by the high volume of whatever was said—especially the kind of talk that was never heard in the meetings in their other chapters.

As the hour drew close to the eve, the food service was still continuing. Since the dance floor and DJ were important for the invitees, it was decided that dancing could begin and those who were still wolfing food down, could continue. Though Kuruvilla sir was also drunk, he was sober enough to see and understand what was happening around him. He voiced his concern that except for the invitees’ own spouses, there was a remarkable absence of other women.

Robin explained tactfully, ‘They are all shy and chose to stay away. They’ll join from the next meeting.’

‘Mr Robin, we have this fellowship session to help people come out of their shells and get over their shyness. Let them enjoy.’ Part of his words were drowned by the loud music that the DJ had switched on. People started to dance. Since the countdown for the New Year had to start, Kuruvilla sir ordered the music to be stopped to the consternation of some of the guest pass owners.

‘Son of a whore, restart the music, you cunt,’ shouted a man who simultaneously caught hold of the person, manning the sound system console, by his neck. After that no one was allowed to either stop the music or make any announcements. The gap between one song and the other was met by choruses of jeering profanities.

When Robin tried to mollify some people, he was ticked off with, ‘Fuck off, you cunt, you ain’t doing us a favour and we ain’t no freeloaders. We’ve paid five hundred of the best, bugger!’ and all of them continued to dance. Since the dance moves were made with gay abandon, many of them lost their mundus, in any case not the best dance floor attire. When retrieved, they preferred to tie it around their heads or keep them rolled up around their waists to save time and so that their nifty dance moves were not hampered. In between all this, the New Year was born.

Having seen dirty dancing scenes in Hollywood movies, one of the men felt the urge to have a dance partner. He moved in on Kuruvilla sir’s wife and told her sweetly, ‘Come join me after you wear your saree low waist; let’s dance.’

Kuruvilla sir had gone for a leak, and on his way back, the sight that met him was his wife being pulled by a man who was in the process of embracing her. Not finding that kosher, he went up to the man and let out a couple of expletives in English. Nothing could detract the man bent upon having his pas de deux, and he replied in chaste Malayalam, though the phrases in themselves were anything but chaste. After he had his say, he had also this to ask of Kuruvilla sir, ‘You little prick, if they are not for dancing with and groping, why the fuck do you bring them along?’

That was the trigger. All the dancers suddenly felt an aching need for partners. Since there was a paucity of women; it reached a stage where the wives of the invitees had to be shared by many prospective dance partners. The invited guests realized that things were going beyond their control and sufferance, and tried to shield and shepherd their wives out. A few outraged men did not take kindly to this. They ran and locked up the exit doors.

‘No one is leaving. If you all have come for the programme, you’ll all go when it ends.’

Robin was stunned when he identified the speaker as Pullolikkal Jijo, the secretary of the club. What followed was a tussle for the wives of the special invitees. When it was clear that nothing else would work, Robin called the police.

It was to the invitees’ luck that a squad of policemen was patrolling Perumpadi, having come to know of the planned New Year’s Eve bash. They rushed to the hall and had the doors opened. Their first act was to cut the music. Next, everyone who was grappling with the wives of the guests got slapped around. Though the women had their bangles broken and footwear missing or torn in the mêlée, they and their men were relieved that the police had arrived before they were disrobed.

Prior to getting into his car, Kuruvilla sir called Robin over. Before Kuruvilla could utter a word, Robin said, ‘Sorry sir, we’ll make the next programme a grand success.’

Kuruvilla sir was trembling so much in his fury that the car was shaking. He was desperately trying to recall one apposite profanity in English, which he could scream at Robin. When it was apparent to him that whatever he had learnt till then was not sufficient, he decided to increase his proficiency in the fucking English language and slammed the door shut.

The next day, Robin’s agency was terminated. Kuruvilla also informed Robin that if he were to as much as step into Kozhikode—the city where the regional headquarters of the company was located—his legs would be broken by the two men Kuruvilla had already given a contract to.

Kuruvilla had now come to Perumpadi after the many appeals made by Jeremias to give Robin back his agency and his promises that never again would anyone mention having his club’s chapter in Perumpadi, and that each of the perpetrators of that night would be brought before him and made to beg for his forgiveness by falling at his feet.

The sight of Perumpadi drove Kuruvilla mad once more. His conversations thereafter were expletive-laden and every other word had cuss words sandwiching it.

‘Robin had tried to start the chapter here because of his love and regard for you. Unfortunately, the people here have never learnt to enjoy things in moderation. They are like our river during the monsoons—when in spate, she’ll announce it to everyone far and wide. They both are yet to learn to flow in silence and calmly. Please only consider that a noble person like you made the first attempt to bring some culture into this wild place. To be honest, Robin is surviving only because of your agency. Household expenses, education of his two children—he has to provide for all these. Please consider it as a humanitarian gesture.’

Jeremias spoke for some time, emphasizing Kuruvilla sir’s nobility and large-heartedness and flattering him more. Irupuzha was giving the company reasonably good business. At the back of his mind, Kuruvilla also did not want to lose it.

That evening, when Kuruvilla left at the end of the parleys, a decision had been taken that the agency would be restored to Robin. When Robin placed a 5-litre can of double distilled cashew arrack on the car seat as he was leaving, Kuruvilla’s face brightened.

As the talks were going on outside, in the hall inside the house, Neeru’s daughter was lying on the mat, staring at the ceiling fan and a spider above it, which with its spindly legs was busy trying to fashion a web.

After a little while, a lizard approached, though for some reason it ignored the spider and crawled out through the air vent. Suddenly the fan stopped as if the power had been cut. Wondering why it had stopped, the baby lay gazing at the fan. The spider’s web was fluttering in the breeze. Though she had not yet begun to understand air movement and its dynamics, she turned her head to find its source.

She reckoned it was coming through the open door. Though she stretched her head to see what was beyond the door, geometry defeated her. She, however, realized that something lay in the path of the breeze that had made it cool. Since it was outside her ken that it was the river, believing she could see what it was if she turned her head a little more, she did that. However, what turned was her body. Leveraging her elbow, when she turned once more, the whole body turned over and for the first time in her life she was lying on her tummy. Though this had taken the river completely out of her line of sight, she smiled smugly as if she had achieved something big.

Neeru noticed her daughter’s feat only after sometime. She informed Kamalakshiyechi of the happy news. After bidding goodbye to Kuruvilla sir, Jeremias also stepped into the hall. The sight of the baby’s maiden roll-over should have gladdened him too, but he was perturbed by an envelope that the postman had brought for Neeru.

He had thought it was something concerning the library. That was when he saw Arun’s address on it. He had started to feel an ominous weightiness about that envelope. Neeru wanted to see her baby do the roll-over manoeuvre again and so she turned her over onto her back. However, she lay there smiling at Jeremias and made no move to reprise her new-found ability.

While handing over the envelope, Jeremias only said, ‘Neeru, Arun has sent you something.’ She knew instinctively what was inside it. Since she had been expecting it, she was not unduly perturbed by it. Yet, she wished it had not arrived that evening.

That night, Jeremias spent more time in the river than usual, submerged, as the thoughts inside him generated more heat than the river could cool down.

Things were deteriorating. His sins were suffocating him slowly. If Arun and Neeru were to be separated, the reasons would have to be revealed to the society. The real Jeremias would be exposed to all. Everyone would ask if this was the guy who had been harping on the inviolability of the family. Their rowdy laughter was already resonating in the river now. Possibly, the heirloom of the antler-handle knife had reached him through many generations so that he would not have to be the butt of that laughter.

As he remained underwater, the light kept on the stone under the bilimbi tree cast the tall shadow of Neeru onto the water. She was getting into the river that night after having taken some momentous decisions. Till she swam and reached him, Jeremias was under water.

Close behind him in the river, Jeremias sensed the presence of the goddess of failure that had pursued him from the day a wedding was aborted. From the moment he realized that it was his angel of death that was swimming towards him, he became an average man who did not want to die.

Jeremias caught Neeru’s hair, twisted it around her neck and held her head under water. At that instant Neeru felt it was a good thing, shutting her eyes to welcome the death she had been pining for. When she had visions of a long-legged man swimming before her up and down with no apparent effort, she felt a strange happiness.

As she reached the moment that would have been her last on this earth, the sound of the wail of an infant frightened by the darkness reached her from the suspended cradle in one of the rooms of Reformation House.

Even as her body touched the river bed, both her breasts went into milk ejection reflex and started to release milk into the river. She opened her eyes. A long-limbed man was in front of her. She caught the hands that were pushing her into the riverbed. Her animated return to life enervated Jeremias, sapping him of all strength. Pulling Jeremias—who had prayed that he should never come out of that river—behind her, Neeru swam strongly towards the river bank.

‘Papa, you are an important and famous man. I have a request. Please allow me to go, spare me from all the assets and liabilities of this house,’ Neeru told him as they sat on the dry sand beneath the bilimbi tree. Jeremias sat with his head bowed. When she said that, he embraced her calling her my molae. At that instant, after so many months, she had reverted to being a daughter.

The river ran south till the bilimbi tree on the Reformation House property. Half a kilometre further, for reasons unknown, it curved like a horse-shoe and headed north. It was only when it flowed down and reached Kacherikadavu that it turned due west and got back on its appointed route to meet the sea.

When Kodamkachi Appachan’s father landed in Perumpadi for the first time, one of the first things he had done was to study the course of the river and its twists and turns. Since he had good knowledge of the types and fertility of soils, he had bought land abutting the river in the middle of the horse-shoe curve. He knew that whatever was planted in that land, where every monsoon was deposited alluvial soil, would grow luxuriantly without any further toil. He built his house at the northern end where he was sure that no floods would reach.

He felt the happiest about his own purchase when the land acquisition for the dam happened. Although everything except the house and eleven cents of land around it was lost to the reservoir, since he received a bagful of money, he did not consider it a loss. He left on a journey with the bag tucked under his arm.

Two years after Appachan’s marriage, his father, who had ostensibly left to purchase land elsewhere, returned, decrepit and aged beyond his years. Appachan did not ask him what he had done with the money or where he had bought land; nor did his father volunteer any information. Appachan was aware it was of no import. Another two years later, his father died.

‘Don’t just leave like that. Make some donation,’ Appachan told everyone who had come as mourners. When he heard that, the cleric who had come to recite the funeral prayers threw him a stare.

‘I said that thinking about Good Friday, Father,’ said Appachan with a weak, embarrassed smile. None present, however, felt like laughing. He had always made his stand clear that he said things not necessarily to make people laugh. As he went around cracking not-so-harmless jokes, regardless of the type and age of his audience, his end too came as a result of a joke.

Kodamkachi had come to cut his hair in the barbershop in Perumpadi. After having had his almost entire greyed hair close-cropped, when he got up, he noticed a young man in the next seat waiting to have his beard shaved.

The man had been growing his beard from his adolescence as if he had taken a vow. Now in his twenty-sixth year, he had found love, after a lot of pursuit and persuasion. It was the daughter of Mathews, the barber, who was, at that time, loading the split safety blade into its slot in the straight razor. The young man was going to have his beard shaved for the first time in his life, deferring to her wish.

‘Appachanchetta, better grab a stone or a stick. We can’t say what all is going to crawl out of this chap’s forest-in-the-face,’ Mathews cracked a joke for Appachan’s benefit.

Appachan’s comeback was a starker and darker one.

‘Mathews, don’t clean it up fully. The public may recognize who his real father is.’

Though it made Mathews laugh, the young man looked at Appachan piteously. His mother was a woman of ill-repute. He had suffered humiliation and insults throughout his life.

All the while his beard was being shaved, the young man thought about Appachan’s words. With every passing moment, his rancour towards Appachan grew. From the barbershop he went directly towards Appachan’s house and hid himself on the path to the house.

Appachan liked only palmyra toddy, which was available only in the toddy shop in Perumpadi. Every other shop sold coconut palm toddy. Due to lack of funds, Appachan could afford only an occasional bottle or two. On that day, he had had his full quota. Darkness had fallen by the time he arrived, humming a parody of an elegy.

After ensuring that no one was around, the young man stepped out and confronted Appachan. Without his beard, Appachan did not recognize him. That did not cramp Appachan’s style; he cracked some joke. Incensed, the young man grabbed him by the sides of his belly and started to shake him violently. Both heard something burst inside Appachan’s belly. The young man loosened his grip and hurriedly left the place. By the time he reached home, Appachan had already vomited thrice.

After that, Appachan could retain nothing that he ate. If he did not vomit, he had the runs. His family did not bother to take him to the hospital; Appachan himself had no will power. In two weeks, he became bedridden. The news caused a slight dent in the sales of the Perumpadi toddy shop. Everyone said that he had become incurably ill because he was served adulterated, powder-mixed toddy instead of the pure palmyra toddy.

One day, in a display of camaraderie, his fellow tipplers from the toddy shop arrived at his house to see him on his deathbed. He had wasted away and was extremely weak. As if he had realized his end was nigh, he looked at them and sang:


‘Pot of toddy, Kali palm, I bid you all of you adieu

For everything done for me, my wife shall pay the due.’



Kodamkachi Appachan did not speak after that. Five days later he was dead. Though many had asked him many things over the years, he had passed through life without telling anyone anything of any significance.

His son Anil, being his father’s son, drank every kind of liquor except palmyra toddy. He earned money for his habit catching and selling fish, using the best of the nets that his father used to make.

When Neeru was born, he developed an inexplicable hatred towards her—a feeling that she was not his sibling. When he heard Appachan talk loosely about her, his loathing towards her increased.

Since he lived his life unburdened by morality or scruples, at the onset of adolescence, a girl, ready and willing for anything, had started to live with him. Anil had wanted Neeru’s life and marriage to follow his example.

When Jeremias’s son wedded her, Anil fancied that since she had married into a well-off family, occasionally some crumbs from her plate would reach him too. However, Neeru did not take even a pith of a bird’s eye chilli from that house for herself or give it to anyone.

Anil had written her off, considering that she was an illicit weed-child of his mother’s inadmissible carnality, and therefore, nothing better could be expected of her. And lo and behold, here she was, back home, carrying a girl child.

The day after Neeru returned to their home, when she had gone to the river for her bath, Anil went to his mother. In an hour-long spectacular performance of slam poetry during which he cited all his mother’s organs that contributed to his and his sister’s creation and nurture, he outdid a possessed oracle in its vigour. When Neeru returned after her bath, her mother was in a state of extreme wrath, following the ticking off given by her son. Neeru was hanging her and the infant’s clothes for drying. Leaning against the decorative pillar, she asked Neeru, ‘Why are you not going back? What’s wrong with him?’

‘This child is not Arun’s,’ was all that Neeru would tell her.

Anil, who had come out planning to abuse his mother in front of Neeru, overheard these words. As soon as she saw Anil, their mother wound up her interrogation and stepped back into the house. As he stood looking at Neeru, Anil found time to mull over things.

The first thing that hit him was a relief that Neeru would no longer be a member of a noble house. He had earned a bad name by bringing a girl of dubious repute into the family. However, now his family was better than that of Neeru. Though he had had plenty of liaisons throughout Perumpadi, he had not left any proof. Here she was, with proof that she was a fallen woman; at the least, now he could call her a slut and a whore.

However, who was going to bear her expenses? He was not about to do that. She had her salary from the library. Let her work during the remaining hours too. Would she have to be given a share of the eleven cents of land? He would have to ask Bously vakil.

Her mother sat up on her bed as the questions she had held back made her burp. Neeru’s place was on the floor with her child. She was trying to find a silver fish that had climbed down from the wall and scurried under her baby’s sheet.

‘My child, what really happened? When you were happy and had all the comforts, what led to this infidelity?’

Although Neeru realized that the words were not spoken in anger, she did not feel like replying. She gently lifted the infant without waking her up. Holding her close, she continued her search for the silver fish. When she picked up the sheet and shook it, she saw the silver fish scurry back into a slit in the wall. After spreading the sheet back with one hand, she lay her child on it. When she lay down, her mother asked, ‘What, the cat got your tongue?’

Neeru sat up again slowly. Her fate made her life lurch from one disaster to another. Although she knew that no one else was responsible for it, when she looked at her mother, Neeru’s eyes had lost their usual gentle look.

Her mother felt as if she was looking into the rippling, wavy river swirling around her. She recalled that day in summer, when she had stood half submerged in the water let out from the reservoir. Neeru’s eyes seemed to be asking her if all what was repressed in her from the day Kodamkachi Appachan had brought her to Perumpadi as his bride had found release that day in the river and she had found serenity.

Unable to dive into the depths of those inquisitorial eyes, the old lady thrashed about in the water and swam away. At that time, possibly at the end of some nightmare, the baby had a start and began to cry. Neeru’s eyes were also shedding tears. With a plaintive, ‘My children’, her mother embraced both of them.

Though the light had been switched off, for the sake of the baby, a small kerosene lamp, its wick kept low, threw its faint light in the room. It flickered as if it could die any time, while three helpless females in that room found that sleep was keeping away from them.
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Bously Vakil

‘Are these really fish? The kinds I have never seen before!’ Dressed in his usual whites, Bously turned the yellowish fish that resembled a snakehead fish in his hand every which way and examined it.

The officials from the Fisheries Department released new species of fishes into the reservoir when the water level went high. The yellow fish was one that had started to appear that year. No one knew its name. The general opinion was that it was good for making curry, but bad for frying.

Although he would buy the best selection from Anil, the fish never reached Bously vakil’s home. There would be a different house every year that would cook and serve him the fish to his liking. Anil only knew the fish was meant for those halfway houses.

Although childhood friends, Anil had never been able to discover where Bously was getting his fish cooked each time. After a gap of four or five years, out of the blue, Bously might say, ‘Eda, do you remember giving me that 750-gram eel? That day, I had bought only that fish. The best cut of that fish was eaten by this Sherly who is passing by.’

By that time, leaving Sherly in his wake, Bously would have had his fish prepared in another three or four houses. Even among his friends, he lived his life like a rogue elephant. He kept his secrets. It was that special characteristic which made him attractive to many women who wanted things done on the sly. From the time he left for Mandya to study law, Bously had started womanizing.

Although intelligent, Bously wanted to avoid toil, which made him settle on a profession in law. One of his friends told him that at Mandya he could get his LLB pass certificate without writing the examination. When enquired, he found it to be true. However, it would cost him top bucks.

After declaring that he was leaving for Mandya, he headed for Bangalore. He had already registered in the college and continued to pay his fees on time. However, his domicile was Bangalore. With the money his father sent him and whatever he scraped together from odd jobs, he led a sybaritic life. When the LLB final year exam was being held in Mandya, Bously was teaching two women how to cook fish curry using Malabar tamarind in a homestay accommodation in Bangalore.

Though his mark sheets bore good marks, when he started his legal practice, all he received as remuneration were fruity abuses from his senior advocate. For two or three months, he stuck on, suffering the regular stream of cuss words.

One day he appeared in the court on behalf of an accused in a Section 323 case, in which normally an accused would receive bail even without the services of a lawyer. However, enraged by Bously’s cluelessness, the magistrate remanded the accused. Since Bously was certain that he would have to listen to fearsome imprecations from his senior, as soon as he entered the office, Bously let fly a couple of diamond-encrusted profanities from his side and added, ‘Even if I am enrolled at the Bar, let me see if I can make a living as a lawyer without stepping into your fucked-up courts.’

Although initially his efforts to survive without practising in the courts were not a success, eventually he started to earn more than lawyers who attended the court. He started with taking classes in legal matters. Later, it was Murikku mapilla who showed him the way to make money through out-of-court settlements.

Once Bously was waiting on the riverbank for Anil to land his catch for the day. By the time three-fourths of the net had been hauled in, Murikku mapilla also arrived to buy fish. Two big porgies had been caught in the net, which was very rare.

When Bously heard mapilla say, ‘They are the two I want’, he bristled. ‘If you are salivating at the sight of those porgies, don’t! Both are for me.’

‘But then vakil, you aren’t taking them to your home, are you? For your halfway houses do you really need porgies? Won’t black mahseer do?’

‘Let vakil take one, and let mapilla take one. That’s the solution,’ said Anil.

‘That can’t work, son. If Nabeesu comes to know I have given porgy to Rukhiya, I will be left to starve in every way by both. Vakil, you know well how badly it can hit you, don’t you?’ Murikku mapilla opened his cards.

However, for Bously too it was a first tryst, and he had to deliver the porgies to make an impression. Therefore, he was not about to give up without a fight. After much argument, Murikku mapilla made an offer that proved to be a decisive one in Bously’s life thereafter.

‘Vakil, I shall give you another big deal instead. Do you know Shukoor Haji of Sagara Travels? He has a dispute on his hands. He has no interest in getting entangled in a legal case. He is planning to go to Jeremias. I shall divert it to you. You charge your fees. But solve it for him. And now, give me the porgies.’

A short reflection was enough for Bously to realize that the offer had potential. Thus, signing off his right to at least one porgy and giving up the right to buy both porgies in favour of Murikku mapilla as his commission, Bously won his first contract for an out-of-court settlement case.

In the bus service business started at the urging of Shukoor Haji’s second wife Sainaba and managed by her father, the services of his nephew Unais had been co-opted by him. Although initially Haji had taken an active interest in running the business, when he saw that his father-in-law and Unais were running a tight ship, he gave them free rein. Gradually, the business was gobbled up by Unais; the majority of the buses came to be owned by him and his family. By the time Shukoor Haji came to know of this, it was too late.

‘Uncle, it is true that you had bought the first couple of buses. My karanavar and I have brought this business to this level. So, what are the rights that you claim to have?’ Unais spoke to Shukoor Haji evenly.

When Shukoor Haji decided on eschewing legal recourse and to get Jeremias Paul to mediate, at the instigation of Murikku mapilla, Bously vakil approached both parties with the offer to mediate. He only charged a reasonable fee for his services.

As per the decision they arrived at, the ownership of Sagara Travels was fully transferred in Unais’s name. Unais was asked to pay back with interest the amount Haji had spent in the beginning. However, since his religion did not permit him to receive interest, Haji agreed that only the principal amount need be paid. Haji was not willing to deposit the amount received from Unais in the bank. While casting around for some new venture, Louis suggested real estate. Shukoor Haji started to invest in that too.

Bously realized the enormity of the treachery that Jeremias Paul was doing to the lawyer tribe only when he understood that fees could be charged for mediation. Therefore, he became a sworn enemy of Jeremias from the day the Shukoor Haji settlement was done.

When Anil took the case of his sister to Bously vakil, he was not aware of this animosity. Anil told him of Neeru’s return only to check if he would have to part with anything from the eleven cents of land he held. Since it involved Jeremias Paul, Bously dug deep. That led to Anil revealing that he overheard Neeru say the father of her child was not Arun. That information opened a vista of possibilities in front of the lawyer.

He laughed and said, ‘Anil, you can decide if you want to profit from your sister’s return or lose from your pocket.’

When Neeru had not returned from her home after two days, Kamalakshiyechi had a bad feeling about it. Jeremias had shut himself up in the room. Although she felt that things beyond her understanding were afoot, she liked to believe they were not going to end badly.

‘Why isn’t she coming back, president?’ she asked Jeremias, when her doubts started to mount.

‘She’ll not return. Do you have a problem staying here alone?’

‘How does it matter where one stays, president, we all need to live somewhere,’ she replied, deciding that she would pay Neeru a visit.

Although he had switched off his phone and was not stepping out of the house, many with grievances came in search of him. Some he sent off telling them he was not well and would look into their disputes after a few days. Some insisted that he should listen at least to the complaint and discussions could be held at a later date. He listened to a few of them. Nevertheless, he felt he was not worthy of mediating in them. He sent them away, stating that the parleys would be held later.

However, when Antony, the panchayat member, came with Rajesh, his wife Sumathi, and a young man from the tribal colony, Jeremias decided not to avoid them for two reasons. One, it was the first time tribals had come for his mediation. Two, he did not have the self-confidence to countenance people known to him. With the tribals, that was not the case.

Sitting on a chair in the patio, and leaving the other three standing in the yard, Antony started the proceedings.

‘Rajesh, you have to explain the problem.’

Rajesh hesitated a little. Then he said, ‘It’s a big thing. She beat me.’

His wife Sumathi interrupted him, ‘He called me names. I beat him because of that.’

‘Sumathi, you keep quiet, let him have his say,’ Antony shushed her.

‘I abused her because of this guy. He is her karanavar. He did a bad thing,’ Rajesh pointed at the young man who was with them.

‘He is her uncle,’ Antony clarified.

‘What bad thing did he do?’ Jeremias asked.	

‘Bad because he drank the milk meant for our son.’

‘Does the panchayat provide the milk?’ Jeremias asked Antony, to check if there was milk distribution in the tribal colony as part of the government child nutrition programme.

‘What kind of a sir are you? It’s not the panchayat milk; it’s her breast milk, which my son should be drinking.’

Rajesh was laughing when he said that. When they saw Jeremias was slow on the uptake, Sumathi and the young man also broke into laughter. Antony also smiled.

‘I told him, you do what you want with her, but don’t drink the milk meant for my son.’

‘After that I haven’t drunk,’ the young man said.

‘True, he hasn’t drunk after that,’ Rajesh provided witness.

‘Except for drinking her milk, you are doing everything else, isn’t it?’ When Antony directed the question at Sumathi and the young man, they both kept their heads bowed and laughed shyly. Looking at them, Rajesh also laughed.

‘Do you see, president, this is what their family life is. How will they come out of their miserable lives?’ Antony spoke to Jeremias, lowering his voice to a whisper. Jeremias did not reply. He turned to the group standing in the yard and asked, ‘So, who now has a problem?’

‘I have no problem,’ Rajesh was categorical.

‘Member’s got the problem,’ Sumathi said.

‘True,’ Rajesh seconded her.

‘Isn’t it awful that you lead such lives? Don’t you see how others live in this place with their families? Do they ever do such things? Shouldn’t you all at least be aware that what you are doing is wrong?’ Antony rebuked them.

Although he did not understand what was supposed to be awful, since he could not but support the member, Rajesh said, ‘Of course, it’s awful. Sir, but she’s not willing to listen.’

When he concluded, Sumathi and the young man reiterated that what the member had said was correct.

Antony counselled them some more. Before he could wind it up, they reminded one another that his words should be heeded. They also told Jeremias that the member always told them good things.

After the conversation was over, they left behaving like model children. After they reached the road, they turned and looked up at Reformation House and Jeremias and the member seated on the patio. They seemed to be mocking both of them as they walked off.

Antony could not understand what superiority they had over both of them to mock them. Jeremias was reminded of what one of his friends, a college lecturer, had told him.

‘If you look at the Paniya tribals in your area, you would find that in certain things they are on par with European society.’

‘How?’ Jeremias asked, unable to wrap his head around that weird comparison.

‘Have you and your family ever gone on an outing, sat around a camp fire, etc.? You wouldn’t have. However, every Paniya family spends at least three months in a year camping near some river and celebrating life. You give up your own enjoyment and keep earning for the next generation. However, Paniyas, like the westerners, use the money they earn every day to live for and enjoy that day. Liquor, cinema, restaurant food, whatever they desire, they have it. They are not tied down by any dictates of morality. Is there a community that gives women so much freedom? Religion does not deliver misery into their lives. If they are left to live in their own ways and circumstances, no people will be happier than they are. Till some time ago, their community had no mental illness. If now they have mental problems, it is because we are imposing on them our societal values and family culture. In my opinion, it will take another century or more for the rest of the Indian communities to reach the level of Paniya culture and society.’

At that time, the lecturer was separated from his wife and living alone. Later, one of his ex-students filed a case against him that he had taken her to a hotel in Ernakulam and molested her. The trial was in process.

‘President, why did you let them go without admonishing them?’ Antony was dissatisfied with the proceedings.

‘What can we do? Bring things to a stage where no one has complaints? They had resolved their issues before they came here. So, what am I supposed to say?’

Member Antony’s doubts lingered, despite Jeremias’s explanation. Did that mean that if no one had any complaints, any dirty business could go on in that community?

It was like that story of a Paniya woman asking the police—he feels good, I too feel good, and how come only you feel bad? Antony started to feel what people had been saying—that recently Jeremias Paul had started to slip up in his decisions—was not unjustified.

However, Jeremias was not in a mental state where he could present himself as an unerring human being and pass judgement. He wanted to be left alone for some time. Which was why he was relieved when Kamalakshiyechi expressed her wish to leave. The day after she had met Neeru, she bundled up her clothes and other things and went to Jeremias’s room and told him, ‘President, I am leaving. Since the house was locked up, it’s now overrun by termites. Neeru has promised to come and stay with me once I start living there. There’s no place in her home. Her brother and family are there, no? What will we do for your food?’

‘Oh, it’s just me, one person. It’ll not be a problem. It’s only right that you stay with her at this time.’

What Kamalakshiyechi had said was a lie. Her house was near the Tiger Trench. It had tiled roof and laterite stone walls, with only the front and the kitchen walls plastered. It was small, with a single room, kitchen and a patio. All this while, once a week, she would go there, sweep and mop the place and thus had prevented any dilapidation.

‘When this house was being built on the banks of the Tiger Trench, many told me not to, since my daughter and I would have to live here alone. Souls of many who have had no salvation are inside the trench. I decided that people like us who also can’t find salvation in this world will have their company at least. Are you scared to live here, molae?’ Kamalakshiyechi asked Neeru, seated on the patio with her daughter on her lap and staring at the river.

Although Neeru had understood the truth that let alone in the trench, everywhere in that river there was a soul which would protect her, she did not respond to Kamalakshiyechi’s question.

It rained all over the valley in the month of Kumbham that year. But it did not gladden the hearts of the people. In the olden days, there would be a rush to plant elephant yam, colocasia, greater and lesser yam, tapioca and similar crops. Anyone who could wield a hoe would be in demand. Even if no one had called them for work, the labourers would claim for that for two months they were not available. Eventually, people would appease them and take them away to shore up ridges, dig pits and till the fields.

However, despite the heavy showers that year, the only labourer in Perumpadi, Valyarathu Kochu, did not find employment every day. People did not have seeds and saplings to plant. Even if some had, it was so paltry that they themselves dug up the ground and planted it.

The grass, fed by the rains, was growing all around his house. Jeremias could have called someone and cleared the yard and compound. But he had no will or wish to do it. Whether it was because word had spread that he preferred solitude, the number of people turning up for his mediation had dwindled.

The window on the eastern side afforded him a clear view of the bilimbi tree and the river beyond it, fed by the waters from the dam. When he sat looking at the bilimbi tree, he was reminded of Elsie, who used to sit waiting for him with the lamp in her hand. Then came the memories of little Arun smiling as Elsie carried him around in the yard. Seated on the steps, Kathrinamma was showing a bird to Arun.

Reformation House should have remained like that. However, there was no going back. New people, new relationships, new problems keep happening. No place remains the same. When Reformation House was getting emptied, three people were starting their stay in a small house beside the Tiger Trench. It would have conversations, activities and unseen smiles. Above all, suppressed wails.

It was a night when the waning moon was half, undecided if it was lighting up the world or covering it with darkness. Jeremias emerged from the house, wanting to sit for a little while beneath the bilimbi tree. He was not carrying any source of light.

As he sat down on the stone, he fancied he could catch the light fragrance from the bilimbi bloom. He wondered how this smell had always escaped him before. Or was it the scent of Neeru, as she lay on the sand, prevailing over that of the bilimbi bloom? He leaned closer to the bilimbi tree. Both scents were the same. He discovered he had a peculiar fondness for the scent.

As he started to walk, he was looking into the distance and not where he was placing his feet. Though he had gone far from the tree, the fragrance still lingered. As he walked further, the fragrance gushed into him and suffused him. He was walking along the river.

When he reached the Tiger Trench, the flow of fragrance snapped and was replaced by the cloying smell of marijuana. Jeremias looked around. He saw the glow of a beedi, which was moving from one pair of lips to another and back.

Both smokers were looking at a small house that stood on top of the ledge with an anticipation that showed more confidence than hope. A small lamp was burning inside the house. Jeremias tried to catch the rest of their conversation.

‘How many people have to keep struggling before a woman is brought into the route? Does any bugger who later walks in unimpeded ever think of the effort that has been put in by first voyager?’

‘What the fuck, will we be left with only the hard work? Every motherfucker has been prowling around this place. Throw a stone and you will hit at least one of the many panting pricks.’

The voice sounded familiar, but try as he might, Jeremias could not place its owner. As he walked forward to try to see the face of at least one of them clearly, a stone landed at his feet. Jeremias did an about turn and started to walk away.

‘I told you, one of the pricks fled just now,’ the man who threw the stone said, taking the beedi from the other’s lips.

‘Before we start to smoke, we decide the mood we want to be in, without even being aware of it. Once the fumes reach your lungs, you will be at the acme of that mood.’

Jeremias had heard Paul sir talk about joints. As soon as he reached home, he rummaged through his father’s old trunk. He desperately wished he could find stuff enough for at least one joint. He wished to remain a little longer in that most despicable moment in his life and expected he could achieve it by smoking a joint.

If only he could declaim to the populace of Perumpadi that he was the most hypocritical human being among all of them.

However, the next morning, a man came in search of Jeremias’s mediation services—Kunjutti, son of the old gravedigger, Pathrose. Moved by the deference shown by him, Jeremias sat on the chair and started to listen to him, like old times.

Kunjutti had a son and a daughter. Ranjini, his daughter, was good in studies, had graduated in History and was on the lookout for a job. During her college days, she was an active worker of the student wing of the communist party and had held some leadership posts too.

Dhupesh, a youth leader—acceptable to the local party leadership as well as the youth wing of the party in Perumpadi—was her friend in the college. Once she told Dhupesh that her family was in dire straits and unless she found a job, things would go downhill.

After sometime, Dhupesh found her a job. It was a temporary vacancy in the Kannur office of Khadi Board; he said it would become permanent after some time. For this, they had to meet a couple of people in Thiruvananthapuram and he said he would help her get it done. Dhupesh and Ranjini decided to go Thiruvananthapuram.

When she informed her family, Kunjutti said that as a grown-up girl she should not go alone with a boy; he too would go with them. Dhupesh did not object; he only asked if money should be wasted on the bus fare for one more person.

During the journey, Kunjutti chaperoned his daughter. Whenever Dhupesh took her to the side to explain what was to be done once she got the job, Kunjutti inserted himself between them saying, ‘Son, let me also hear it’. Dhupesh resented this.

By the time they arrived at Thiruvananthapuram, it was morning.

‘We have to take a room to have a bath and freshen up,’ Dhupesh said when they alighted at Thampanoor.

‘Not one, let’s take two. Don’t worry about the expense. You may find it inconvenient to stay in our room.’

After they got ready in their separate rooms, Dhupesh suggested, ‘There’s this thing. Today everyone may not be in their respective offices. Kunjuttichetta, you and I can go there and take a look. Let Ranjini wait in the room; we can take her later if needed.’

Dhupesh took him to the Secretariat directly. Kunjutti was impressed by the way he carried himself, dressed smartly, holding a file, and by the way he dealt with the security; he felt a new-found respect for him.

When they entered the corridor, Dhupesh said, ‘They don’t let in everyone. I shall go in and get the things done and come back. Till then, you wait here. It may take a little while. I hope it goes through.’

‘Right,’ said Kunjutti and prayed for things to go through.

Dhupesh returned after about an hour and a half. He was in high spirits.

‘Everything’s done. Only the appointment order has to come. It’ll come via post. We’ll do the rounds of the zoo and the palace along with Ranjini and return by the night train.’

Six months after the trip, Ranjini was still unemployed. When Kunjutti wanted to know what was happening, she started to cry. When he saw her crying, he too wanted to cry. When she was certain that he would not beat her up, she told him the truth—the trip to the capital was not for getting her a job but for catering to more basic needs.

When he asked her, ‘But when you did you find time for it?’ and she told him, that was when he slapped her.

‘After leaving me to cool my heels in that corridor, that bugger left through another exit. She says that place has exits in four or five places. He returned to the hotel, fixed my daughter and then came and told me everything had been fixed.’ Kunjutti wiped his tears as he narrated this to Jeremias.

‘What is the status now? She is not . . .?’

‘She is not pregnant. But she says she will marry only him. She can’t get an alliance too. That bastard has spread the news everywhere that he had taken my daughter to Thiruvananthapuram and screwed her.’ Kunjutti was weeping now.

‘Kunjutti you may go now. I will call and talk to him,’ Jeremias said, feeling none too confident. After he left, Jeremias mulled over what he could do. He did not feel like doing anything. For the next three days, afraid to talk to Dhupesh, he played truant. However, when Kunjutti turned up with Dhupesh’s phone number, he had no option but to call him, which he did with much reluctance.

Dhupesh responded respectfully. When Jeremias told him it was about Kunjutti’s daughter’s job and asked if he could come over, he readily agreed to come the next day. Kunjutti reached before time; Dhupesh too arrived without much delay. He was accompanied by someone Jeremias had least expected.

‘Bously vakil is coming for the first time and I can’t offer him even a tea. There’s no one here to make one. I am sorry,’ said Jeremias as he arranged the chairs for everyone to sit down.

‘All that is not needed,’ Bously spoke stiffly, without smiling. Silence prevailed for some time as no one seemed to be sure who would open the conversation.

‘Tell me, president, what’s the problem? Why have you called me?’ Dhupesh said, shifting in his chair and rearranging his mundu.

Jeremias looked at him. He was surprised that his own hands and legs were trembling. He thought of the hundreds of discussions he had led. Scared, words seemed to have gone into hiding. Eventually, avoiding everyone’s eyes, he said this much, ‘Kunjutti mentioned a job promised for his daughter. What is the status?’

‘If she’s eligible for the job, she’ll get it. What is the problem in that?’ Dhupesh was glib.

‘Do you plan to marry her?’ Jeremias asked in a sudden rush of courage.

‘Mr Jeremias, that’s my personal matter. Why should I tell you which girl I’ll marry? Has anyone given you the custody of all the girls in this place? That’s not the issue. You’re doing moral policing here. If that girl and I are interested in having sex, do we need your permission? Just because in the olden days, ignorant and senseless people have been servile in your presence, do you believe that you are more important than the responsible political leaders and people’s representatives of this place? If you are the morality keeper of all of Perumpadi, how is that it’s escaped your attention that a woman in your own household has given birth to an illicit child? And you have driven her out of the house. And you call me to teach me morals? Who are you?’

The transformation in Dhupesh stunned Kunjutti more than it did Jeremias. He could not even imagine that someone could talk to Jeremias in this fashion.

Jeremias became acutely aware of where his own actions had brought him. He realized this was his last mediation and hereafter, he would be the one who would be questioned and cross-examined. He felt a relief that had eluded him till then.

‘That’s enough, stop! A poor, hapless man came and told me about his distress. I thought I would hear your side of the story too. It that’s wrong, I am calling a stop to this here. Let’s disperse.’

Jeremias stood up.

‘I have come here for the first time. I too need to say a few things, president,’ Bously vakil said, without getting up.

‘A long time ago, you had summoned me. I didn’t come that day. The reason was I was certain such a day would come and then I would get to tell you a thing or two. You have this feeling that you will teach the fucked-up families of Perumpadi morality and ethics and turn them all into holy families. Nothing of that sort has happened here. Look at this phone, it has the nude pictures of at least fifteen chaste women of this place. I didn’t click the photos. They did, and sent me. After ten o’clock, if I switch on the internet connection in this phone, at least ten wives will come to chat. All from this very Perumpadi.

‘Everything is as before—the same promiscuity and easy virtue. Irrespective of how many moral instructors like you come, they will remain the same. Now what happened in your own home? I have also fucked around in Bangalore. Your son is there, married to a guy and living openly as a gay man. I’m certain he wouldn’t come here and father a child. Then who is the child’s father? All I need to do is snap my fingers; Neeru’s brother will give me a complaint signed by her. After that, the police will investigate and find out who the child’s father is. I’m not doing any such thing. There’ll be no more of your frigging mediation in Perumpadi. If there are complaints, there are courts and police to handle them.’

Bously and Dhupesh said a few more things before they left. Before that, Jeremias had collapsed into his chair.

He felt the pain as well as the relief that follows when a pus-filled, swollen boil is incised. He lay staring at the ceiling, with his neck resting on the frame of the chair.

‘President . . .’ Kunjutti started to say something.

‘You may go, Kunjutti.’

Kunjutti lingered for a while, undecided. When he went down into the yard overgrown with vegetation, he stopped and turned around, unable to go further. At that moment, both the bulbs that were burning in Reformation House went out simultaneously. He felt that darkness had descended to provide Jeremias some solace.
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Holy Greening Therapy

‘I haven’t checked the per square foot rate and all that, uppa. I only told him to decide on the amenities and build accordingly. We don’t have to teach Louisettan to build a house, do we?’

Jinshad, Shukoor Haji’s son born to Sainaba, was explaining this to him as they were visiting the buildings under construction. He was a smart kid. He was the one who had told Shukoor Haji to sell the orchards they owned in the valley and with that money construct buildings in the towns. He also promised to take care of all the work in the towns.

He started small businesses that Haji had permitted in the buildings. Many of the buildings were leased out. He was bearing half of the expense for the house that was being built. That itself would come to a few crores of rupees. Haji was also particular that the house he was building for Sainaba and her children should be the most opulent and biggest in their place.

‘Shukoor Haji is no longer the spring chicken and the stud that he once was. He’s now old. We won’t let you go anywhere now. You stay here like a sultan along with umma,’ Jinshad told Haji after the housewarming ceremony was over. Haji had also planned it that way. He had asked Louis what he should do for that. In Louis’s opinion, Jeevalayam in Neerangaanam had the best rejuvenation programme. If it was done in the month of Karkkitakam, the effect was double. Since Haji did not have the patience to wait and benefit doubly, he started the treatment in the month of Thulam itself.

Holy Greening Therapy was the costliest treatment in Jeevalayam. It was a star-rated wellness treatment that Sr Philomena had designed for rich men who wanted to have their salad days back.

She had created the therapy inspired by the basic tenets of asceticism and monasticism. To win a place in heaven one must lead a life of denial and abstinence by conquering one’s senses; depending on how self-controlled, arduous, and painstaking the life on earth is, heavenly pleasures would be received in multiples of that—such religious beliefs and canons were relevant in the case of her therapy.

While in therapy, everything would be under the strictest of controls. However, it was done in such a promising and tempting manner that the patient never lost sight of the prolonged pleasure that he would enjoy after the treatment, nor mislaid the desire for such pleasures. A karanavar from Pala who was at Jeevalayam along with Haji had described the treatment thus: ‘Don’t we do some restorative treatment for the stud bulls during the rainy season? This is something like that. The only difference is that with the bull, you don’t let him look at any cows during that time; here you’re surrounded by cows. However, you can’t even touch them. The vigour that comes after reining in everything tightly will be more potent.’

After forty-five days of therapy, Shukoor Haji emerged brimming with vigour. Scared by the therapy, the fat and flab in his body had hidden themselves. He had become slim, like in his sardine trunk days. He was feeling alive and full of vim. In order that he did not waste the oomph provided by the Holy Greening Therapy, he headed directly to Sainaba’s new palace. He was under the impression that his darling wife would be waiting for him.

However, things were no longer the same. Sainaba’s cousin Unais was the instigator. He had made Sainaba believe that Shukoor Haji had been holed up for the one-and-a-half months with some women of pleasure. When he showed her the pictures of massage parlours in Pattaya and Macau and told her that Haji was in one of such centres, Sainaba was convinced. She knew as well as anyone else his predilections, strengths and weaknesses in this matter.

The day Haji landed up, Sainaba, claiming that she had backache, hit the bed in the morning itself. As Haji sidled up to her with a bottle of liniment, offering to give her a massage, she put him off curtly stating she did not want to be rendered immobile by his clumsy, cack-handed ministrations.

When for days together she went about claiming her back was hurting, she started to believe she really had back pain. As the intensity of the pain increased and walking also became painful, she wished to be rid of it. However, since the pain was imaginary, no one had any treatment to cure her.

In between, Haji did toy with the idea of making a visit to Ayesha. Two things stopped him from acting on it. For one, Ayesha, older by sixteen years, did not have the beauty and buxomness of Sainaba. For another, he was busy with the construction of the shopping mall at Irupuzha.

Haji came to appreciate the practicality and potential of shopping malls after Jinshad took him around to many cities and explained the concept of aggregating all kinds of sellers and shops in one location. Irupuzha had no such building. Haji felt that if he invested all his money in one such project, he could stop running around to make money and put up his legs and rest.

Crores of rupees were spent on buying the land near Irupuzha town. Louis was given the design and construction contract. He designed a novel, complex mall, the biggest project in his life. Its successful completion now became a matter of prestige for him.

At the time the foundation was completed, the bottom fell out of the real estate market in the valley. Believing that the quickest among get-rich-quick businesses was the real estate business, every ragtag and bobtail stopped all other occupations and piled into buying and selling of land, which led to the crisis. The fat cats who were selling and buying indiscriminately took the foot off the pedal. With that, only small-timers who wanted land to build a house for themselves remained in the market.

Haji, who was planning to use the margins from his land flipping, to construct the mall leaving his own properties untouched, had to sell them to complete the construction. Many of his lands and buildings were sold at a loss since funds were needed urgently. After a while, he ran out of properties to sell; more than half of the work on the mall was pending. Louis agreed to help at that stage. Louis told Haji that with the land on which the mall was being constructed pledged as security, he could draw required funds from Louis Financiers.

Although initially Sainaba’s relatives were ready to help, his pride did not allow him to seek any. Finally, when he reached the stage where he had to put his pride aside and seek loans, they realized that he was bankrupt and diplomatically excused themselves from any such indiscretions.

Selling Sainaba’s palace was the last throw of his dice. When he broached the subject with Sainaba, still incapacitated by her back pain, she told him to his face it would not happen. When Jinshad also told him that the property, which was in his mother’s name, could not be used to fund uppa’s fancy plans, he was really caught in a bind.

‘The people in our place fix wedding dates based on when they can go to Kannur and Kozhikode to buy stuff for the wedding. I have my doubts if such a massive project will succeed in Irupuzha,’ Louis was his old humble self when he said this.

He had come to collect the loan amount and interest that had to be paid by Haji. Shukoor Haji put forth a proposal that Louis could complete the project, take the whole thing for himself and pay Haji whatever he had spent. That was when Louis spoke frankly about his misgivings about the chances of the mall’s success.

‘But Louis, you didn’t tell me this in the beginning.’

‘I had thought you and your children had done all the homework. To be honest, we are in a pickle, terribly so. About thirty per cent of the work is still to be completed. I don’t have that kind of money. Nor do you. How will we go forward?’

That question had no answer. Haji had already sold all his properties. Some he had lost to usurpers. The interest on the loan was mounting. Louis was waiting for it to reach the amount Haji had spent on the mall till then. At that point, Louis could take over the mall without parting with a single rupee. Haji was also conscious of Louis’s ultimate plan.

Haji had made the mistake of wanting to lead a peaceful life in his old age. When we are young and able, we chase everything like a dog chasing its tail and break our backs to accumulate what? Worries and disquiet. Haji realized that he was at peace till the day Ayesha had taken off her ear ornament. It made him want to go back to Ayesha.

Ayesha was still residing in the big house that Haji had bought for her before he married Sainaba. She was aware that though she had a big house with amenities, her lifestyle had not become any more lavish and prestigious than when she was looking after her flock of goats.

When Shukoor Haji stopped coming to her regularly, she was not particularly sad. She had instructed her children not to demand anything from their father during his rare visits. Therefore, her children did not become rich.

Her eldest son, Zakir, obeyed her instructions. From childhood he read everything that came to his hand, even a scrap of paper. During his school days, names such as M.T. Vasudevan Nair, Vaikom Muhammad Basheer, Changampuzha, Edasseri, Punathil Kunjabdulla and Madhavikutty were imprinted in his mind. He decided that if, through their writings, they could take him to the lands and people of worlds he had never seen, they must be great souls.

Though he got through his tenth standard examinations, he did not pursue further studies. He did some petty trading in and around his locality and started to earn some money. Most of it was spent on watching movies, plays, cultural performances, and to attend literary meets and discussions.

The first author Zakir met was C.V. Balakrishnan, a man with hair that resembled squiggles. Zakir liked his conversation and laughter. This was in a literary meet in Kannur. Getting acquainted with litterateurs became a hobby for Zakir. There are authors who get irritated if one tries to get introduced to them directly. To mellow them, the strategy Zakir adopted was to read their least popular books and talk about them.

Authors may like people praising their famous books, but they will remember those who discuss their least-read books.

Before his umma had told him, ‘Zakir stop your wanderings and get gainfully employed. Or else no one is going to give you his daughter.’ Jubairiya, the daughter of the poultry seller Zubair, had asked him to find a job. That was the reason why Zakir started a teashop at Santhamukku, on the route from Perumpadi to Kacherikadavu, using whatever money he had and his mother’s savings. The public used to refer to it as Madman Zakir’s teashop, for the glass-lined shelves held books instead of snacks.

Every Sunday, the teashop hosted a discussion on some book. Initially, only four or five people would turn up. Gradually, Zakir started to invite the authors of the books to his teashop. On Sundays, forty to fifty people started to turn up to meet the authors. Hardly any of them was from Perumpadi. Everyone was an outsider. When the Perumpadians saw people congregating in this fashion on Sundays, they changed its name slightly to Madmen’s Teashop.

The day one of the most popular litterateurs of Malayalam had come to Zakir’s teashop was also the day Shukoor Haji chose to go to Perumpadi to meet Ayesha. He was travelling by bus. At Santhamukku, he saw a crowd in front of his son’s teashop and alighted there.

One of the leading literary critics was speaking on the author’s novel. Since Zakir was near the glass panel case, he missed seeing his father alighting from the bus. None of the people present recognized Shukoor Haji. He stayed at the rear of the crowd that was listening with rapt attention to the speaker.

Everyone who spoke lauded Zakir. They claimed that the weekly discussions were some of the finest cultural activities in Kerala. The final speaker was the author himself. On Zakir’s contribution to the promotion of reading culture and literary discussions, he concluded in this fashion, ‘The city-people consider the valley a rain-shadow region of culture. Their impression is that these are places where people deem flowers as fruits. However, after I have come here, I have realized something. Like all the crops that grow here luxuriantly and riotously, whatever else sprouts here draws its vitality from roots that run deep and wide. The objective of this literary meet is not to do something for the sake of doing it. This is the groundwork to sow the seeds of humanity. No one excused themselves from such actions. Zakir is owner and guardian of that piece of real estate. The cultural scene in Kerala needs such young men.’

Those couple of hours in the teashop, in which little sales happened, turned out to be the most peaceful in Shukoor Haji’s recent fraught life. Thoughts about the unfinished mall and other problems did not trouble him. He looked at his son with pride. On their way out, the attendees were congratulating and complimenting him. He seemed to be very popular with all of them. Haji waited there till his son closed the shop for the day. He accompanied Zakir to their home.

For dinner, Ayesha prepared phulkas and coconut-milk chicken curry, Haji’s favourites. While he was having dinner, she told him about their grandson trying to force the rooster to lay eggs. He had a hearty meal and laugh.

The gamble trees in Kodagu forest were in bloom. Therefore, before going to bed, Ayesha opened the windows on the east side of the room, though the room had air-conditioning. As he lay close to her, the breeze that blew in through the window made the grey hairs on his chest sway gently. Though thoughts about all the money that had passed through his hands flitted through his mind, they did not cause any disquiet.

Ayesha was rearing a billy, two does and a kid. Ayesha’s billy, unlike other billy goats, did not have only sex on his mind. The does were responsible for that. Bought from the convent, although not reared inside the cloister, the does still believed their duties were to eat the fodder and drink the water provided, give milk, and that everything else was there only for reproduction and not pleasure. The billy was born to one of these does.

Since he took after his mother, he was never frisky. When the other doe gave birth to a kid nanny, the billy had a slight change in his outlook. Or to be exact, she brought about a change in his outlook. Her prancing, gambolling, come-hither looks, spring, all were designed to lure and excite the billyness in the billy. As a part of her endeavours, that night, the nanny bleated twice to catch the attention of the billy.

Shukoor Haji asked Ayesha, ‘Are you still keeping goats?’

‘Yes, four.’

He hugged Ayesha. She had the old-age smell. Shukoor Haji always had a soft skin tag on his belly, which Ayesha used to play with while they were in bed, talking to each other. When she saw how it had shrivelled, she asked, ‘The winding knob has been cast aside?’

When he laughed, Ayesha snuggled closer and lay her head on his chest. They both fell into a peaceful sleep after a long time.

In the morning, Haji did a survey of the goat pen. Not noticing Haji peering at them, the nanny bleated, looking at the riverbank. ‘Ayesha, shall we go to the riverbank to graze them?’ Haji asked as he heard the bleating. Ayesha felt shy when she heard his suggestion.

The water from the reservoir had ebbed and the sandy bank and meadow lay bright in the sunshine. The goats bounded away towards the river in the first rush of their new-found freedom. Only after going a fair distance did they realize that they were going too far from their mistress and ran back over the meadow.

‘They got to stretch their legs a bit,’ Haji said.

‘Go and chew something.’ Ayesha drove them towards the grass. As the does wandered off, the nanny hovered beside the billy. Slowly she nudged him away from the does. As the day’s heat climbed, Ayesha called Haji to the bamboo grove where the curving bamboos overhead had made a pavilion. The fallen bamboo leaves that refused to decay made a soft mattress on the ground.

Haji looked at Ayesha who, leaning against a clump of bamboos, was gazing at the river with a suggestion of a smile on her lips. Her wrinkles were like wavy petals that looked like an adornment on her body. Haji moved close to her. When he took her face in his hands and turned it towards him, he could see a river springing from her eyes. As he received the river on his lips, he thought of the vintage of the salty taste he was savouring.

With that, he started to flow through every seasoned vein in her body. She was a summer river with wetness present only in nooks and crannies. When he saw that her breasts that she had kept secure and waiting for him had sagged and wrinkled, he felt guilty and it showed. She laughed and pressed him against her breasts. He realized that she meant something far beyond the pulsations he could feel in her breasts.

With her wrinkled fingers, Ayesha gently touched and felt the ravages that time had wrought on every part of his body, which no therapy could hide or restore. Those were caresses that transcended physicality.

At that moment, his memory was wiped of all the pleasures he had enjoyed in the arms of Sainaba and a few other women. Like the mist that covers the expansive beach, his orgasm drenched her fully. As they lay in that bamboo grove, forgetting their bodies, which could only give momentary pleasures, she asked him, ‘If we sell the house and the land, won’t you be able to complete the construction?’

‘Not really. What we need to build is not edifices or riches. There’s something else. That our Zakir knows.’

The goats had come back after their grazing. In the bright sunlight, Shukoor Haji and Ayesha did not realize that the nanny’s eyes were glowing with delight and the billy’s had a look of insatiable lust.

When Shukoor Haji was spending his days in peace with Ayesha and her children, one day, Louis arrived to meet him. Louis told him that with the work having stopped and not even the interest on the loan being paid, he was facing difficulties and he was at the end of his tether.

As Louis kept talking, Haji’s mind was trying to work out the source of the fragrance that arose from the black tea Ayesha had brought for them. Since he could not place it, he asked her.

‘I won’t tell you that. That’s my secret recipe.’

‘Come on, you’re my sweetheart, tell me, what have you mixed in this?’ He would not give up. Finally, she relented.

‘A pinch of powdered aromatic ginger and cardamom.’

‘How do you like my wife’s sulaimani, Louis?’

Louis wondered if he was being mocked. He had come for something so critical, and both of them were going on about the tea. However, since humility was his second nature, and he always talked politely, Louis replied, ‘The tea is great. However, the sugar could be less.’

He thought Shukoor Haji was going to comment on the sweetness. However, what he said was, ‘Don’t worry, Louis. Your money’s safe. I had taken the money after pledging the land and the building to be built on it, no? Don’t give it back. Let that mall be yours.’

Louis gaped at Haji. He realized that there was not an iota of regret in Haji. All Louis felt was a fear. Was all that he had accumulated so far also so trivial?

Even if he had got into the water to catch belt fish but ran into some snakehead murrels on the way, Louis was not the kind of person to let them go. Since he had come to Perumpadi, he decided he would call on Neeru too.

Bously vakil had told Louis about Neeru. Searching out such women who were caught between a rock and a hard place and helping them was Louis’s speciality. All the girls working in his offices in Bangalore, Kozhikode, Kannur and Cochin were scouted in this manner.

Louis never cheated women. He would give them two options. The first one was for the hard workers. They would have a decent pay and perks and be paid on time. There was no way they could play the fool at work.

The second one would appear more attractive. It involved no major responsibilities. They would be appointed in insignificant posts. Sometimes they would not even have a designation. However, the salaries would be paid all the same.

Their duties would be to escort Louis or his business associates on tours for business promotion or accompany Louis to his resort in Bangalore for four or five days a month. Since there were takers for both options, Louis’s companies were well run in every sense of the term.

When her child fell ill and other unexpected expenses arose, Neeru found it difficult to make ends meet with her salary from the library. At that time Johnson sir told her about Louis giving jobs, specially to women. He did it not because of his sympathy for Neeru or his inclination to find employees for Louis.

‘Eda Johnson, if a man and woman are working in close proximity in a place, they will end up in bed. It doesn’t matter if it’s a school teacher or a priest. Everyone says you are fucking her.’

Ipe Joby, who despite being in a library would not even flip through a newspaper, had told Johnson this.

Though he had protested with a ‘Eda, don’t talk shit about that innocent girl’, he felt drawn towards her. Johnson sir told Neeru about Louis after that.

Johnson sir’s insinuation was that such things were happening in the world, he had no hesitation in dealing with women the way Louis was doing, and he could also afford to pay her a sum every month for meeting her expenses. After listening to him silently, she very gently reminded him of his wife at home.

With that he realized that his station in life as a teacher and the secretary of a library would not allow him the latitude for tomcatting and he started to abhor his helpless state.

Although Johnson had different ideas when he mentioned Louis, Neeru, after ascertaining more information, visited Louis’s office in Irupuzha to enquire about her job prospects. Louis was away on that day.

Louis was headed to Kamalakshiyechi’s residence to follow up. There was no vacancy in option one category. Louis’s plan was to persuade her to take up option two. Till he finished speaking, he avoided Neeru’s eyes.

‘Do not lose your cool impetuously, sister. The advantage of my line of questioning is that the hearer can reply easily with a yes or no. I have two types of positions in my company. I do not know if it’s your misfortune, I have vacancies only in one of them now. To be truthful, the main qualification those who join that post should have is a readiness to let their bodies be used by others. Are you interested in joining my company in that post?’

Neeru was clutching the door post as she mulled over what he had said. She thought about her body. She asked herself if she had ever wished that those who would knock on their door late at night would smash them in and enter.

Things were hazy and indeterminate in her mind. She did desire to have someone. However, was that a husband, or a paramour, or someone like this who named his price for her? Even for this, she did not know her mind. She had always failed to take the right decisions at the right time. Nevertheless, now was the time to take it. It may be better to take him up on his offer instead of staying on in that house, whose doors may one day get opened to all comers.

Just as she opened her mouth to say she wanted the job, she heard the laughter of her daughter. She was standing on the patio holding up her hands towards Neeru. She ran and picked her daughter up. She realized that every night as she lay hugging the child, her prayers were that the doors should withstand any assault on them and stay shut.

‘No sir, I shall manage with what I have from the library.’

‘Right, it’s your decision.’ Louis said goodbye to Kamalakshiyechi too and left.

‘Why did you say no? You could have escaped from this place.’ Kamalakshiyechi asked. Unable to tell her why she could not take up the offer, Neeru’s eyes welled up. When she was entering the house carrying her child, Louis appeared once more in their yard.

‘I suddenly remembered another job. The nuns in the Irupuzha convent have an institution in Neerangaanam in Kottayam called Jeevalayam. The congregation’s generalate too is in the same place. Mother Superior had told me that she needs an assistant to manage the hospital. You can stay there and there are facilities to take care of your child. This work does not involve whatever I spoke about earlier. What should I tell sister?’
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Kitchen of the Maidens

The main road lay to the west of the generalate that stood in a two-and-a-half-acre plot. The main buildings consisting of the Mother General’s house, Jeevalayam, the nursery school, and the convent occupied half an acre and faced the road. The rest of the land had all kinds of greenery—plants and trees that provided the leaves, flowers and fruits that made up the sisters’ diet.

Various vegetables were planted in the gaps between the trees. Cows were reared for milk needed in the convent and for providing manure for the trees and plants. Opting to have better breeds, two genuine HF cows were brought from Vagamon. Since they gave twenty-five litres of milk every day, they did not deign to stay in an ordinary barn. They needed four-star rated accommodation with individual stalls, thick rubber mats to lie on, pedestal fan to cool them, clean mangers without riffraff and separate dung pits.

In addition to the well-appointed barn, the convent had three workers to take care of the cows. Two sisters were on duty to mind the workers. Although the grass was cut and the cows washed by the workers, the sisters had to be in step with them or even out in the front, leading.

The nuns realized that thanks to the cows, the grass grown in the generalate’s land was not being wasted. Along the same lines, they decided to rear pigs so that the food refuse from the convent and Jeevalayam would not go waste. Since both pigs were Large White Yorkshire breed, they could grow up to 200 kilos.

When pig-rearing proved to be lucrative, feed was brought in from outside. If not cleaned regularly, the sty would start to stink. So, they had pig men too. They, however, needed to be supervised. So, for the nuns, there was a roster for that too.

Whatever was grown in the generalate was not given gratis to anyone. What they could sell, they sold; what they could not, the inmates polished off very efficiently. Sr Thresia, spared from all duties due to her advanced age, once told Neeru, ‘Don’t go and tell anyone about me nipping in and snacking. Mother General has said that whoever can eat, let them eat. Some of the women here do not like it. That’s because they don’t know about the life of nuns. We are denied some of the pleasures that other woman can have. Therefore, derive maximum pleasure from what is permitted. For me, eating is important. No hussy needs to try to control me on this.’

Due to her gait, carriage and expressions, Sr Thresia was known by the nickname Maruthaamma or devil mother. The other nuns wanted her to control her food intake because Sr Thresia was highly diabetic, requiring daily insulin shots, and not because anyone in that convent had control over anyone else’s eating habits.

Moreover, the convent celebrated ten to twelve feasts in a month, and most discussions centred around food. In the first week of the month, they would decide the types and number of dishes for the feasts in the month. A game was played that gave everyone an opportunity to suggest dishes.

Mother Philomena had allegedly designed the game. All the inmates would sit around a table in the largest hall in the convent. The one who drew the first lot suggested three dishes. If the first lot was picked by Sr Thresia, she would start, ‘Vattayappam, rice balls and chicken mappas.’

Mother Philomena would say, ‘Fenugreek porridge, sautéed tarvine, Indian pennywort chutney.’

‘Tapioca biryani, seasoned diced beef, liver fry,’ the next one would suggest.

‘Chicken 65, short ribs and boiled tapioca, gobi manchurian.’

When this went around a few times, if someone repeated a dish, everyone would shout, ‘Sister out, sister out.’

Although she would know the reason, she would ask, ‘For what? No one else has said these three here.’

‘What is tapioca biryani then? Can you then say short ribs and boiled tapioca?’

‘Why not? When it’s tapioca biryani, it’s not just short ribs; boneless meat is also used. I will not agree.’

The sister who lost would try to protest and dig in her heels. The disputes usually ended in two ways. One, Mother Philomena would give a decision. Everyone would abide by it. Sometimes, before Mother Philomena intervened, Sr Thresia entered the arena.

‘Stop it, you whore. What the fuck are you cribbing about? Are you waiting for me to tell your whoring self how things are?’

Everyone’s attention would shift to calming her down. Since she cooled down with the same speed she got riled, very soon the game would recommence.

Mother would not object to whatever Sr Thresia did. She had joined the convent when Sr Philomena and Father Abraham were starting the congregation. She was around thirty years old at that time.

The inmates claimed that Sr Thresia was previously married, and since she could not conceive, her mother-in-law used to needle her mercilessly. As a protest against the ill-treatment, when she returned to her home, her father got her enrolled in the convent.

The dowry that her father gave to SHH was instrumental in the congregation surviving during its initial years. Therefore, Sr Thresia received special consideration from the Mother at all times. If she felt any diminution in that, sister would tell Mother Philomena at the same instant, ‘Edi, because you both could not get it off, you and that frisky Father started the congregation. When it was in the doldrums, if my father hadn’t given you the money, wouldn’t this congregation of yours have been fucked royally? Don’t try to boss me. I will tell everyone everything. You know who my father was, don’t you?’

Whoever could keep naming three dishes without repetition was the winner. The game would go on a long time. By the time it ended, the cook Valsa would have a fair idea of what new dishes to prepare. Then her game in the kitchen would start.

Buying groceries, preparing the food, and serving were all done under the supervision of Valsachedathi. If she heard about any new dish, she would ask around and learn the recipe.

Neeru got close to her to learn cooking. Seating her child safely in the kitchen, Neeru cut vegetables, and extended other help. Valsachedathi was fond of the child. Since Neeru also received a proportion of the love bestowed on the child, one day Valsachedathi taught Neeru how to bake a cake in a pressure cooker.	

The nuns said that her cake was delicious. Later, Valsachedathi used the same ingredients and made another cake; nothing extra was added. However, that turned out to be even more delicious. Although Neeru asked her the secret behind it, she did not divulge anything.

Valsachedathi knew how to bake cakes in the oven too. She was happy to share tips with Neeru on how to bake cakes, biscuits, and make other sweetmeats. She found time to do this only when they hit the sack in the night. They were given beds in the rear of the convent.

Their bedtimes were not synchronized. On some days, Valsachedathi had to do delousing for some of the nuns. She would return very late. Their room was large and could have accommodated three or four cots. Neeru and her daughter slept in one bed and Valsachedathi in the adjacent one.

One of the days she had no delousing duty, Neeru asked her, ‘Why didn’t you marry?’ She seemed to be lost in thought, which made Neeru regret asking the question.

‘When I was of marriageable age, I asked my mother why I was not being married off. My mother said, you don’t get married, you join the convent. I thought I’d be made a nun in the convent,’ she said, looking down.

‘Why didn’t you become a nun?’

‘The week after I was dropped off, Mother—at that time it was HLC—told me, Valsa, a convent is where a family of people, who are not blood relatives, live together. In a family, everyone can’t be of the same status. While we do not allow people with a man’s physique here, we do need people with masculine qualities. We need people who have childlike traits; we need those who wear the habit; we need those who don’t. Only then will this institution be complete.

‘Haven’t you seen how we dress up the small children? If we let them wander around naked all the time, no one will find it unacceptable. Once they start wearing clothes and then are seen without them, everyone points fingers, ridicules and shames them. It’s same with a nun’s habit. Once you wear it, you can’t take it off. You will have to suffer all the torments. Given your nature, it’s better that you don’t wear the habit. You shall have the freedom for everything. Some of the convents have nuns who do not wear the habit. They are not treated differently.

‘I understood her motive. I knew the state our family was in, so I decided against going back. If the convent was my fate, so be it. One has to live somewhere. Mother Philomena was very gracious towards me while we were in the old convent. So, when she started this congregation and the convent, I came away with her.’

Neeru thought that the Mother’s decision was correct in a way. Valsachedathi received more respect and consideration than most nuns in the convent. Some of the nuns—from families that were poor or not prestigious or those who were not educated—seemed to be in the convent only to clean the pigsty, wash the cows, clear the dung, wash everyone’s clothes, and sweep and mop.

Two sisters who were teachers in the school run by the congregation were inmates of the convent. They were never asked to do any hard work. Neeru was surprised that Valsachedathi received more respect than the two of them.

‘Outside the convent, people should believe all the nuns are the same. So, all of them spruce themselves up before leaving the convent. Any good-looking girl, once she joins the convent, becomes radiant. Why? Because, till they die, they are Jesus Christ’s brides,’ Valsachedathi said. In her opinion, after Neeru had come to the convent, she had become more beautiful. The workers too had to look neat and clean. That was the custom in the convent.

One day, placing the child in Valsachedathi’s care, Neeru went for her bath. The bathroom had a granite stone to scrub one’s feet on. Her bath started with a pedicure—she cleaned her nails and spaces between her toes with an old tooth brush and soap; often she regretted there were no fishes to nibble at them. That day, after the pedicure, she suddenly recalled that she had not taken out the new body scrubber that she had bought.

Since she had not poured water on her body, Neeru stepped out of the bathroom. Valsachedathi was seated with her back to her, with the baby in her lap. Neeru’s sudden appearance shocked her. She smiled weakly at her. She was thrusting one of her breasts into the child’s mouth.

‘I was only trying to keep her happy, playfully . . .’ she said and tried to laugh it off. Much later, she confessed to Neeru, ‘Who doesn’t want to suckle children? Half of the inmates of this convent have had a hysterectomy. Some have even had their breasts removed.’

In Kottayam, a congregation of nuns ran a hospital, with a nun as the gynaecologist. She had done a study on physical problems faced by women who had to remain single. She discovered that an increasing number of nuns were developing lumps in their wombs, perhaps due to the new lifestyle. The hospital specialized in obstetrics and gynaecology. The sisters from Neerangaanam were treated and had their hysterectomies done there.

The convent inmates did not have a great opinion about the treatment in Jeevalayam. Mother General had also instructed everyone to get treated in any good hospital if they found their cold graduating to a fever. When the sisters were seen taking medications from outside, without realizing the honesty of purpose of the Mother General, some people started to question if she had lost faith in naturopathy as she aged. Some of the inmates who were jealous of her, only smiled mysteriously in reply, which could have been interpreted either way.

However, Mother Philomena had as much trust in her method as when she started it. When Father Abraham was on his deathbed, once when she visited him, she answered all the critics of naturopathy in her conversation with him. ‘Father, there can be fissures in human relations. Likewise, there can be ruptures in the relationship between humans and nature. Holy Naturopathy heals those wounds. The manifestations of that inner harmony appear on the human body. I am not able to cure the ills of men who don’t even begin to understand what is a break in human relationships. You were one of the few who understood such finer aspects. Possibly the best times of both our lives was when you were being treated. Your disease was cured because of that.’

Her words made Father Abraham think about his past life. For the benefit those who came after him, he screamed out some of the dismaying truths that he had learnt from his own life.

However, a disobedient jaw, flailing tongue and pinched throat ensured all that escaped him were some weird moans.

Although all she recognized was that his eyes were filled with his grievance—while he was dying, she would be presiding over a wealthy congregation and continue to enjoy a healthy, comfortable life—in order to assuage his pain, Mother Philomena kept nodding as if she understood whatever he was saying.

Just before he gave up the ghost and ended his mission in the world, his brain tricked him into believing that his last words—though laden with profanities and in which he had encapsulated his experiences as a layman and a cleric—were comprehensively understood by Mother Philomena and would serve to enlighten all the priests and nuns who were to follow him and light up their paths.

Till he was mobile, Avirachan would visit Jeevalayam and the convent often. When he was in the convent, he would say, ‘I feel the same happiness and pleasure of being with my family when I am here.’

When his arrival was imminent, the whole convent would be abuzz. Although he himself could not eat much, he was particular that the table should groan with the weight of the food it bore. He would sit there smelling the food and taste them by dipping his finger and licking it.

His introduction to the new inmates and his chinwag with the old ones would happen around the dining table. Once the table was laid, all the inmates had to come and stand around the table. One by one, each of them would be called to his side and their welfare ascertained. Since the Mother General would be seated by his side, everyone was respectful. Only Sr Thresia did not go to him; nor did he ever ask for her.

‘What I can’t understand is why these women preen themselves in front of that ninety-year-old doddering coot!’ Sr Thresia would ask Valsachedathi.

Many young priests would come to the convent emulating Avirachan. However, they never received a fraction of the welcome that Avirachan received. As long as Mother Philomena was at the helm, they would not either. She could found and nurture the congregation only because she was capable of separating the wheat from the chaff and could do it sensibly.

‘She knows every trick in the book. However, she is now old. She can’t carry on long like this. The question is who’ll be her successor. There is not a single nun with any sense in this congregation,’ Sr Thresia was educating Neeru, who was washing crocks. Two of the clay-fired crocks were about four feet high. Smaller ones in varying sizes were also there. Each one of them had to be washed using ash and coconut husk. After that, they had to be kept in the sun and dried.

Once they were ready, workers brought down bunches of green, tender mangoes from the tall mango trees. With their stems intact, to retain the smell of the sap, the mangoes were loaded in the crocks, dunked in saline water, and the mouths of the crocks hermetically sealed. The big ones would be opened only during Onam. For use before that, mangoes were pickled in smaller crocks.

Star gooseberry, cherry, watery rose apple, gooseberry, lime—everything available was pickled in saline. Only bilimbi was missing. Valsachedathi had said that though they had planted it, it did not grow well. The nuns needed the salted fruits to snack on or make other type of spicy pickles.

The crocks came in handy for making distillates of sweetened star and ordinary gooseberry and cherry. These distillates had considerable alcohol content and were bottled and stored. On festival days, everyone was given an ounce each. Sr Thresia alone raided the cellar whenever she felt like it. Should anyone as much as gaze in that direction, she would be showered with cuss words. Though she used to drink these distillates at will, she had her own ritual for drinking brandy.

‘Edi, Valsa, give a small one. My tummy is growling.’ The brandy was stored in the convent for use while making cake. Since this was brought by nuns returning from abroad or sent through their relatives, these were VSOP brandies. Valsachedathi was the custodian. Without allowing her to start swearing, Valsachedathi would promptly hand over the bottle. She would peer into it.

‘Edi, why is this emptying so fast? Looks as if I am not the only one nipping from it. Which blessed saint gets into the cellar without me knowing of it? All of them are your conspirators. Do whatever you want to. Don’t anyone fucking say that Sr Thresia is the only one licking and slurping it up.’

One day, when the Mother General was away at the Irupuzha convent, Sr Thresia, tipsy but not fully lit up, emerged from the kitchen. One of the young junior nuns was passing by.

‘Edi, come here, let me ask you some things.’

Since Sr Thresia’s reputation had not reached her yet, she smiled and went up to her.

‘You’re good-looking. Why did you join the convent? You could have married and had a family life?’

‘Sr Thresia, I was answering God’s bidding,’ the newbie nun said, trying to shrink into herself.

‘Edi, from between whose legs did you hear God’s call? Weren’t you caught in the net spread by a few hussies from this convent out hunting? Either your family pushed you, thinking let her rot somewhere, or someone must have knocked you pregnant and abandoned you. Come here, lift your habit and I’ll know immediately if you are a virgin or not.’

When her veil was removed, the nun started to cry. Sr Thresia was in the process of disrobing her. Hearing the commotion, other inmates came running. They managed to hold back Sr Thresia who screamed out a stream of profanities daring anyone to try to stop her.

All one of the sisters did was to say, ‘Oh, keep quiet, sister,’ for Sr Thresia to take off on her, adding her and her family members’ disreputable actions and the list of men she had gone out with after joining the convent, to thicken the soup of invectives. After sometime, even that nun could not contain herself.

With the words, ‘Marutha, today I’ll put an end to your fucking problems with everyone, once and for all’, she grabbed Sr Thresia. They tore each other’s habits. The brawl got worse. The night turned into hell with torn habits, tears, loathing and lamentations.

When Mother General returned and a prayer assembly was held, the decision was that the incident would not be discussed any more.

She had no courage to tell Sr Thresia to control herself. However, she instructed everyone else to be careful and not appear in front of Sr Thresia on some occasions.

For Sr Thresia, such things were of no importance. Later, she told Neeru, ‘When people live like a family, such things will happen. What gets my goat is the holier-than-thou acts of these floozies. Now take your own example. What does the public say—that you were knocked up somewhere by someone unknown. But you know the truth. That’s all there’s to it. All this sin and virtue are stories created to herd people to the snare called a convent and having been ensnared in it, not to let them break loose. I have seen this and beyond.’

Valsachedathi was of the same opinion. Neeru wondered if like Sr Thresia, Valsachedathi was also hitting the bottle occasionally. During Christmas that year, her suspicion was confirmed.

After attending the midnight Mass, the inmates usually stayed awake to make appams and curry until the morning. Everyone was waiting expectantly to cut the cake. It had been created in utmost secrecy and the reveal happened only when it was cut.

After the cake was cut, a controversy arose over its ingredients. After everyone had their say, Valsachedathi revealed it. A red layer using strawberries grown in the convent, a white layer with mashed tender coconut flesh, a dark layer with dates, a yellow layer with nenthran bananas. The fifth and outer layer was ice cream with pictures drawn in beetroot juice.

Everyone was pleased. As the happiness touched Mother General too, she allowed all of them to have a couple of drinks each. The distillate served that day was made from watery rose apple. Some of the nuns had three or four drinks. Though Mother acted as if she had not seen it, she, on the sly, instructed Valsachedathi to lock up the crock.

For lunch too there were many dishes. Since the convent had guests, the inmates could not rest after lunch. Therefore, they had an early dinner and got ready for bed.

Neeru had her bath early and put her child to sleep. Since she did not know when Valsachedathi would return, she left the door unlocked when she lay down. Valsachedathi returned earlier than usual; in her hand was a small packet.

‘Uyyo, I am knackered, kochchae. This has been going on for the last three to four days. I am fed up.’ She sat on her bed and slid the package under her bed.

‘I should sleep well at least tonight. I brought this to do that, but don’t tell anyone. Here I can knock back a couple and lie down in peace.’ Valsachedathi took out the bottle and glass from the packet. She poured herself a tiny drink. And gulped it down in one tilt of her head.

‘You’ll have one?’

‘No.’

Without waiting for Neeru’s reply, Valsachedathi had screwed the cap back on, returned the bottle back to its place under the bed and gone for her bath. As soon as she was back, she took out the bottle and glass and poured a double shot and sat on the chair.

‘I’ve been able to stretch my back a little only now. What kind of a life do we lead?’ She took a sip from the glass.

‘And one of the nuns wants me to go to her.’

‘For what? To delouse her?’

‘Like hell, to delouse! My child, what do you know about life? When I was born my mother knew I would end up this way.’

She forgot that she had served herself a double shot to have it slowly and gulped it down again. When the burning sensation subsided, she picked up her narrative.

‘When I came to the old convent, I was only nineteen years old. My mother told only Mother Philomena about me. From that day, she showed me a special affection. A few of the inmates think it is because we are otherwise involved. Do you get it?’

Neeru nodded her head. Valsachedathi poured herself another double.

‘There are many inside this convent who are so inclined. They prefer children. That is their funeral. The ones who won’t leave me alone are the ones who are criticizing me. That’s why I have decided I am not going to them tonight. Let them insert whatever they want inside. It’ll not be mine.’

Neeru felt nervous. ‘What are you saying, Valsachedathi?’

‘Of course, I’ll say what I have to. For the last thirty-six years, I’ve been sucking up to these floozies. It’s like propitiating the kuttichathan.* If the oblation given falls short of expectation, everything done till then is forgotten. Such ingrates. Why blame them? I was sold to them like a slave by my own mother. My mother must have thought—let them make her do anything they want. What other life do people like me have?’

‘Don’t worry Valsachedathi, come and lie down.’

‘Today I shall sleep. I shall sleep in peace. Do you want me?’

When she heard it, Neeru looked at her quizzically.

‘Edi, do you know why they call me on the pretext of delousing? For this dick of mine. I was reared here for thirty-six years only for this.’

Valsachedathi lifted her nightie. She was wearing nothing beneath it. In the light that fell on the space between her legs, Neeru could see a dark, curled up penis.

When she was sure that Neeru had sussed her out, Valsachedathi let go of the nightie. She poured another small drink and that too went down in one gulp. She went back to the chair and sat there pensively.

‘They are jealous because they think we both are making out. I didn’t tell them either way. Something’s stopping you. You can’t do it?’

Valsachedathi got off the chair and went to her own bed and lay down. Neeru was not able to sleep. She looked towards the convent, and thought about the women who were sleeping and who could not find sleep inside it. Their adolescence was spent in different places, and their youth in this convent. Like in the Perumpadi river, the place where she was a virgin. No one in Perumpadi had insisted that she should be chaste. Yet . . .

For a rather long time she thought of the woman inside her; about Jeremias; about the bilimbi tree. She rose from the bed and poured a small drink for herself and sipped it. She did not feel it was her first time; she felt as if she had drunk many times before that.

Where would be the young man now to whom she was once engaged. When he was standing by her side, he had given off a masculine scent. The odour she was fond of from her childhood. An odour that she never got thereafter. Arun did not have it. Jeremias’s body odour was something entirely different.

She looked towards Valsachedathi’s bed. Was she asleep? What would be the odour of a person with big breasts? She noticed the suggestion of a moustache on her lips. However, that did not give her a daunting look. Even when asleep, her face reflected the love she had for everyone.

Neeru kept the glass down and lay down beside Valsachedathi. She was giving off vapours of the brandy. She must kiss those lips with the incipient moustache above it. When she kissed them, Valsachedathi shifted slightly as if she had accepted it. She wanted to see again what she had seen earlier. When Neeru lifted the nightie slightly, she saw the small penis had stiffened slightly. She started to fondle it.

She felt the same fondness for the man that Valsachedathi was from her waist down and for the woman she was from her waist up. So, she lifted the nightie fully to look at her breasts. She placed her hand on the breasts that seemed to cover her chest. She felt an urge to suck on the nipples. By the time she bent down to reach them with her lips, Valsachedathi had woken up and welcomed Neeru to a new life.
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Shilamanai Resort

When the vehicles stopped in front of the bronze-coloured iron gates, Jeremias, dressed in a jacket and wearing a turban, would give the guests a smart salute and welcome them into Shilamanai Resort. The gate was at the bottom of a small, flat-top hill.

Louis had bought the hill in the outskirts of Bangalore—that he later converted into a resort—from Rajendra of Pollibetta, well-known in and outside Kodagu as a big landowner. He was the latest in a line of landowners and not a nouveau riche arriviste.

He went around claiming that he was a descendant of the Adi Kodava. Kodavas are an ethnolinguistic group in the region of Kodagu, which the British used to call Coorg. He could not be faulted, for anyone to be respected in Kodagu, irrespective of his wealth, should have a lineage harking back to Adi Kodava. Only the descendants of Adi Kodava had the right to own firearms, wear the emblem that bore the royal sword and guns, don the head dress and ceremonial jacket. Some of the social climbers donned all these and strutted about. The sensible, aristocratic old timers dismissed them as shameless upstarts.

There are many legends about the Adi Kodava. The Kodagis, based on their convenience and immediate need, had woven stories that he was gandharva who had strayed, that he was a king from north India who had fled his kingdom, and that he was God himself. However, the previous owner of Louis’s well rings business went around claiming that Adi Kodava was a European.

The story begins when a European—of unknown provenance as he led a life of faith and as a family man—suddenly found life full of tedium. When she was not attending church, his wife spent all her time in prayers. Moreover, she had a bizarre belief that God was a voyeur who peeped into everyone’s bedroom. Since she thought that God was witnessing everything, she did not allow her husband to undress her or himself or indulge in any act that would attract the disfavour of God.

As she prayed in many positions and made love only in the missionary one, sucking out excitement from their lives, the man felt an uncontrollable detachment towards life. After some deep thought, he, like other disenchanted Europeans of his time, decided to jump on a ship and escape to some faraway, unknown land.

He heard that a ship was leaving for Egypt. Since he had no courage to tell his wife that he was abandoning her, he presented the case to her in the most plausible and acceptable way. The man told his wife that if he could do evangelism somewhere in the East among the poor, uncultured and ignorant pagan millions, their own family would be blessed with immeasurable grace. That honourable, chaste lady happily handed over Bible scrolls and rosaries and sent him on his way to Egypt.

When he landed in Egypt, in the harbour he saw a sailing ship lying in wait for the monsoon winds. To put the maximum possible distance between his wife and himself, without even enquiring where the ship was headed, he paid all the money he had and boarded the vessel.

On the third day, the monsoon winds arrived and the ship sailed. The engorged clouds stood like a phallic column on the route as the ship proceeded. It was when the clouds tried to rush through the pass in Ezhimala that the ship berthed at the riverine port called Vallabhapatnam.

As soon as he stepped ashore, he flung the rosaries, the Bibles and the crucifix around his neck into the river and let out a bellow that compressed in it all the swear words that he had learnt till then. Since Vallabhapatnam had received many crackpots like him before, the people there paid no heed to his antics.

This was his first taste of unrestrained freedom after marriage. He took a handful of sand and flung it, publicly cursing to eternal damnation his wife who had made him kiss the crucifix and lie sexless in bed, and the Church that had instigated her to do so. Even with that, the denizens of Vallabhapatnam had rated him only a couple of notches above his predecessors.

Many boats from the eastern hills, carrying pepper, cardamom, dried ginger, wood bark, and a few other things for duping the white men, were moored on the river. Boarding one of them, the white man asked the boatman when it would leave for the east. He was told it would take a few more days.

Although that enraged him, the white man cooled down when he realized he was in a foreign land. Then he suddenly remembered that the golden crucifix his father-in-law had given him as a present was lying at the bottom of his bag. He thought this a golden opportunity to get rid of it.

He asked the boatman who accepted the crucifix to take him to the source of the river. The boatman started to punt to boat in the eastern direction, thinking that he should not screw the white man who had given him the gold crucifix without any ado.

The boat could only go till the foot of the Payyavoor hill. The white man thanked the boatman and disembarked there. At that time, the only humans in that area were the tribals and the men who used to go into the forests for picking pepper and to work as loggers.

The white man’s objective was to penetrate as deep as possible into the continent so that he would not be found by his wife and children, who were likely to come in search of him. Therefore, he started to take all trodden and untrodden paths, deeper and deeper into the forest and over the summits and valleys and the range of hills.

After going past the Kanjirakolli Falls and Chittari river, another’s day journey took him beyond the hills. He did not realize that he had landed in Kodagu. He, however, liked the misty conditions and the cool climate found in his own country too.

More than the climate, it was his fondness for Pundamma, a woman he met there, that proved decisive in his determination to stay. One by one, her erstwhile husbands had fled the place, unable to keep their self-esteem from being shot to pieces, every time they had sex, by failing to keep up with her in the sexual acrobatics she revelled in. Though she did not understand the language of the white man who had come through the hills and forests, she quickly understood his needs.

When he found she was the kind of woman he had dreamed of, he was also happy. For a long time, his daily life continued without any monotony.

Many claim that the tribals in Kodagu celebrate Pundehabba in memory of those days. The white man realized that women had primacy in family life. Louis’s old boss claims that this is the reason Kodava families give their women an exalted position.

He also listed the proofs that Kodavas were descendants of a European.

They wore jackets like Europeans. Pork meat and liquor were very dear to them. Not only were guns and swords their favourite weapons, they had a festival for guns and firing. They were fair and tall. They had plantations and bungalows like the Europeans. Their nature was to celebrate and enjoy everything. They abhorred hard work and were spendthrifts.

Louis, despite all his wealth, had met his old boss to seek his blessings before starting his business in Kodagu. He was the one who had tipped Louis off about Rajendra’s land near Bangalore.

Louis bought the rocky hill with definite plans. His new construction company in Bangalore needed plenty of granite. He wanted to build a crusher in that land to take out gravel, rock sand, earth and stones.

The hill began from a big rock shaped like a pig-head. Since it had a road, he decided to site the crusher at the pig-head rock and sent a team armed with jack hammers, bulldozers and rock-blasters. For two days the work went smoothly. On the third day, during rock-blasting, a piece of rock hit a worker on his head, killing him. The work had to be suspended for a few days.

Four or five days after the work was restarted, there was another mishap. Although no one died, the workers thought it was a bad omen. Another reason was that when a side of the pig-rock was blasted, it revealed the entrance to a cave. They believed that the cave belonged to some accursed ancient people. After that, they refused to blast any more rocks on that hill.

Louis reached the site for an inspection, dejected that all the money he had spent on buying the land would go waste. As was his wont, he was accompanied by a girl who had recently joined his office. Although a quarter of the rock had been blasted, it was of indifferent quality. However, to build the crusher unit, all the rock had to be removed.

After the tour was done, on a whim, he went into the cave along with the girl. It was as big as five or six average rooms. Though it was hot outside, inside the cave it was cool. Some rock pieces and debris from the blasting were lying inside. Its wall had multicolour lines of varying thicknesses as if something had flowed up the wall.

He told the girl they would rest for a little while inside; since it was cool inside, she agreed. This was around the time Louis’s wife had met Jeremias with her complaint.

He mused that he was the current owner of a cave that had formed many millennia ago and was used many centuries later. At the time humans had entered the cave for the first time, it must have been a communal place over which everyone had common rights.

Louis looked at the craggy walls and the uneven floor. Many tribals must have sat on those cool rocks, listening respectfully to the guttural pronouncements and gestures of their chief. Considering his wealth and reach, Louis was far more powerful than that tribal chief. Yet, outside the cave, Louis was obsequious and had to be humble before everyone.

Those thoughts led him to believe that the cave was a different world altogether—one owned and created by him. The moment he realized that he alone owned that world, he bellowed once. Echoing within the walls and unable to escape from the cave, the bellow grew in volume and kept resonating within the cave. The girl said something out of fright. Louis’s attention turned to her. He knew he had all the rights over that beautiful girl, as much as he had over the cave.

With a crass lewdness arising from his sense of ownership, he asked the girl to strip. When she did without demur, Louis realized the felicity with which his authority was working. The knowledge that she, standing without a stitch of clothing on her, was his slave and he was her master gave him a peculiar high. A high that took him back eons and gave him such a hard-on that he copulated with an atavistic happiness granted by a sense of ownership heretofore unavailable to him.

His meeting with Jeremias Paul took place after that incident. When Jeremias told him to stop his primeval use of authority over his wife, he remembered his experience in the cave. Before leaving Reformation House, he had realized that an occasional return to such use of power would help in improving his family life.

The work on that hill went on in high secrecy thereafter. When the earth was removed, cave openings were seen in many places. The caves were of different dimensions. Those interconnected caves were what gave Louis the idea to build a resort with the structure and layout of an anthill.

A giant anthill, where guests could have the freedom to give expression to their base instincts—a multi-chambered human anthill. Louis told his designer that should be the theme of his resort. The air-conditioned cave chambers were made under the supervision of Louis.

Louis applied for the permit for the resort by testifying that all the thirty-seven chambers were man-made. The resort was started after completing all the statutory inspections.

He advertised that any adult could stay in his resort. However, every guest had to sign an affidavit that to enjoy themselves in the resort, he or she had come of his or her own will and was under no compulsion or duress. He had done this to avoid all sorts of charges, claims and legal complications in the future. In a short while, it became a busy place with none of the chambers remaining vacant even for a day. Reservations had to be done months in advance.

Jeremias did not care who came and went. Mostly they came in pairs—man and woman, man and man, woman and woman. There were also those who came with multiple partners; others whose vast age difference was very apparent; some who came only with pets; a few who came alone, for whatever reasons; and rarely married couples. A close look at all of them would have shown Jeremias stranger lives in the resort than he had encountered in Perumpadi.

However, he knew full well that his duties did not extend beyond opening and closing of the gate, and saluting those who entered and exited. When Louis had brought him from Perumpadi, he had reminded him this politely.

At a time when everyone had stopped coming to Reformation House for mediation or any other requirement, one day Prasannan turned up. When he saw Jeremias with his overgrown hair and beard, resembling a troglodyte, Prasannan realized no one could take him anywhere and get anything done by him. Nevertheless, he decided that since he had come all the way, he might as well talk to Jeremias.

‘I have received permission to make tea in her restaurant. I leave in the morning after milking the cow. There are no issues now. They are running things well. If I spill some sugar or milk, both will fill my ears with their invectives. Not that they should consider that I am the father. I was the same when I was their age. They know that they can get wealthy only if they do it this way.’

Prasannan looked at Jeremias again. He was relieved when he saw that Jeremias had been looking at him. With that, he got up and walked away.

Prasannan was concerned only with his present life. Therefore, he did not tell anyone else about Jeremias’s state. That was done by Neeru.

When she was leaving for the Neerangaanam convent, Neeru told Louis, ‘Once I am in the convent, my baby and I can live in peace. Arun must be living in Bangalore, hopefully happily. It’s only papa . . .’

‘Umm . . . I shall go and meet the president,’ Louis assured her.

By the time he found time to go there, Reformation House, its surroundings and even the path to it were covered in undergrowth and bushes. The house looked as if no one lived there. Jeremias opened the door only after Louis had called out many times. An old man who had returned to primitive ways was standing before him. He behaved like a man who had even forgotten how to converse, having had no social interaction for a long time. Therefore, it took some time for Louis to explain everything.

When he was brought from Perumpadi and made the gatekeeper of Shilamanai Resort, there was not much change. With his white long hair and beard, he did his duties, not talking much to anyone. Since he did not show any familiarity or friendliness in an attempt to get tips, no one gave him a second look. Even if someone offered him some currency notes as tip, he refused to accept it.

However, one day he was recognized by one of the regular guests.

Dr Pris Augustine was leaving after a single day’s stay. A lady around twenty years older than him was also in the car. As the car passed, Jeremias saluted. Dr Pris did have his doubts at that instant. He parked the car on the roadside and walked back to Jeremias.

‘I know you.’ After thinking for a little while, Dr Pris said again, ‘You’re from Perumpadi . . .?’

Jeremias smiled. Dr Pris not ask anything after that. He went back to the car in a thoughtful mood. After a few days, he returned alone. After seeking permission from the manager, he summoned Jeremias to his chamber.

The doctor was seated on a rocky protrusion with two glasses of whisky in front of him into which he was dropping ice cubes. Pointing to the granite seat, he said, ‘On that day, after I went back, I had a detailed look at my daily diary. I really had no need for that. Jeremias from Perumpadi has remained in my mind.’

After a few minutes of silence, the doctor continued, ‘I’m not sure if they still do, but in our state, in many places, there existed several Reformation Houses and Jeremiases—local mediators who did yeoman social service. You were a cut above all of them.’

Jeremias took a seat. Although the doctor pointed to the drink, he did not pick it up. Without noticing it, the doctor stood up from his seat, removed a small bag from his backpack and put it on the granite table. In between, Jeremias started to narrate an old incident, ‘I had brought a woman from Perumpadi to your clinic. Her husband had told me the matter in confidence. The issue was she had run out of her house on many nights to their neighbour’s house, screaming, “Please Ravutti, do it to me . . .” Do you remember that case?’

‘No. But what happened after that? Did she stop running?’

‘I don’t know what treatment you gave her. Whatever it was, she stopped. But something occurred to me later—she may not have had much desire for Ravutti. She was a regular church-goer and confessor. She was afraid that she would cheat on her husband. She might have got that fear from the church. The fear manifested in this way. If you think I am saying silly things, I won’t blame you. I had thought this because of a number of my own experiences.’

The doctor laughed aloud.

‘There’s nothing silly about what we all talk, Jeremias sir. Try to talk imagining no one is listening to you. Then you will understand. Leave that aside. I have had many cases like the one you have described. Each case I consider individually, in isolation. I am of the opinion that you cannot have a generalized theory of the human mind. In that case, your diagnosis may be correct. I know a lot of doctors who charge princely sums as fees. What you have done is a greater social service than any of them.’

Jeremias had no doubt about how he should begin.

‘I am coming to that. Perumpadi of my youth was much more wanton and messier. When my father reached there, things were far messier. He tried to bring morality and order into their sleazy lives. I followed his footsteps. Everyone claimed that I did things better than he did. However, now I feel it was all for nothing. I had done the same thing as the people who created the stress within that woman. We are not capable of controlling anything.’

Dr Pris stood up and planted a kiss on Jeremias’s cheek.

‘Jeremias sir, you deserve a more enriched life. In my view, one of the best things that you did was to give a child to your daughter-in-law. You accepted and acknowledged the womanhood in her. And I would say that one of bad things you did was not to keep her with you by showing the courage of a warrior. Arun told me everything.’

The doctor extracted a dagger from the bag and placed it on the table. Its antler handle was protruding out of its leather sheath.

‘Arun gave this to me. He also told me that this had been passed down the generations. And that he has no need for it.’

The doctor kept spinning the dagger on the table. Finally, its tip ended up pointing towards the wall of the cave. It was full of erotic drawings. Pictures that showed that nothing needed to be excluded in the enjoyment of our bodies and sexual pleasure and imagination was not a limitation to that.

‘This dagger was given by your father, wasn’t it? My father also did the same thing to me. The motherfuckers shoved a dagger up each of our asses and sent us out to suffer. We can’t pull them out. We carry them throughout our lives and when it is beyond us, we shove it up our children’s asses too. Fucking ancestral bloodletting.’

He spoke with a rage that was not evident till then.

Jeremias was watching a small hole in the middle of the wall paintings, from which a line of ants had emerged and was marching towards some destination only they knew. While the male ants, with their shiny, bulbous rear segments, walked with their heads bowed, despondent about their imminent post-coitus deaths, the female minds were full of thoughts about their young ones; they were discussing the imminent rain.

The doctor, who had fallen silent after his outburst, took deep breaths to calm himself down.

‘Jeremias sir, Shilamanai has a scandalous past. A human ant or termite hill where in the past, humans lived as mere creatures. The way Perumpadi was, before your father’s and your times. Since the beginning of life, as the number of its members increases, every group will create new rules and laws for continuing its existence. The ones who get caught in that legal system will start to think of places where they were much freer and untethered. Perhaps from among the teeming millions of marine creatures, the ones which crawled onto the land, and among the four-legged ones, the ones which stood up may have been in search of such a place of freedom. Though mankind has passed through many evolutionary stages, it still continues to flee and migrate from its own hordes, to seek out places where they were free.

‘In olden times, wasn’t it the absence of such resorts that made people—who became outcasts and subjects of loathing in their communities—flee to boltholes such as Perumpadi? Eighty per cent of world tourism today is glorified escapes, like to this Shilamanai. Many who can’t take refuge in such places for whatever reasons, shall continue to flee. To places where others haven’t reached. Those places also will have a Jeremias Paul. However, sins will multiply beyond his control . . . then flight again . . . because they are the children of this fucking earth.’

As the doctor poured himself another drink and gestured with his eyes to Jeremias to finish his drink, Jeremias smiled.

‘No. One of my bad habits is that I don’t drink. I agree with what you have said, doctor. I am someone who sees every day the people who come here. As you can see in these paintings, nothing is taboo here. But once they leave these rocky chambers, the lives they lead outside—isn’t that proof that such lives are necessary for a social life? Today, I am the most hated person in Perumpadi. The reason for that is the act that you lauded as good. Things in life are more complicated and beyond our comprehension. Therefore, to put it simply, try to live the way we understand life. Till now, that is what I have done. If I would be born again as Jeremias Paul, and that would be in Perumpadi, that life would be the same as the one I have lived till now.’

Jeremias left without saying anything further. Dr Pris smiled and took a sip out of the glass he had kept for Jeremias, next to the dagger.

The monsoon that year was the heaviest in the past fifty years. The torrents coming down from the hills carried away many of the houses in Perumpadi and dropped them into the river to join the sands of the riverbed.

The bilimbi tree of Reformation House was uprooted, carried away over the dam, and, destroying the handrails, it reached where the flow had abated and was beached. The men who usually caught the trees carried by flood waters did come to cut it into sections, but deeming it hollow and worthless, left it behind.

Landslides brought down mud, boulders and trees into the river and they reached up to Makkoottam Pass, destroying most of the culverts on their way. Perumpadi river was in spate, and flowed with unseen fury; some kilometres ahead of Valapattanam where it was to meet the sea, the fury ended and it started to flow calmly.

Traffic through Makkoottam Pass commenced only a month after the floods. The broken roads and culverts had undergone only temporary repairs. As they descended down the Pass, seated in the Karnataka State Road Transport bus, Jeremias looked at Perumpadi. Painted by the rain, it was green all over. The rain was yet to reach Bangalore.

One day in the summer, before the monsoons, Velu had come to Shilamanai. He stopped the car near the gate. On the way, he had attended a gold loan and moneylender’s meet in another resort in Bangalore. After Velu asked him about his welfare in the minimum of words, with the confidence that he was more practical in life than Jeremias was, Velu said, ‘President, my going away from the old path was what benefited me. Politics is not what you had said it was. I am still in politics. I’ve not had to struggle as you have had to. Take it for granted that everyone who comes to the temple belongs to our party. That’s all that’s needed. None of the people in Perumpadi remember the dust-up that happened between my father and me. Whatever problems I create now, they will bear up to it. I go to the temple twice a day and am seen to be praying there. That is where the crux of the matter lies. If you were a regular church-goer, even today you would still be an important person in Perumpadi.’

Feeling that it maybe hurtful to Jeremias, Velu stopped abruptly. To console him, he said this too, ‘I know you may feel sad, whatever I may say. Wretches who do the worst things in the world are the ones who went around badmouthing you in Perumpadi. You didn’t know how to deal with those ungrateful sons-of-bitches. I now know how to do it.’

The pervasive blackness of the dye betrayed the fact that most of Velu’s hair had turned grey. However, the tilak on his forehead and the talismanic threads around his wrists suited him.

‘President, you can return to Perumpadi after some more time. That place has already forgotten you. Till now, only one person has asked me about you—Goddess Bhavani. She is close to attaining samadhi. Other than people lying around waiting for their death, who else has the time to think about such things?’

Velu’s car left without entering the gates of the resort. Goddess Bhavani would not have survived the rains. Their children’s prayers that the elders should die become most effective during the month of Karkkitakam. Prasannan used to claim that the oblation to the manes was done during that month for this reason. Anungu Rajan and Shyla would have definitely prayed to their deceased karanavars to come and take the Goddess early as the devotees had stopped coming and she was bringing in no money.

Jeremias decided on his visit after he heard that the rains had destroyed Perumpadi. He asked himself many times why he was headed there. The only answer was that he wanted to see Reformation House once more.

A century had passed after a rootless family was born out of the rapture of a young man and woman who were unable to rein in their desires during a mango season in Thiruvithamkoor. The family was no longer extant; only some individual, isolated members were. Possibly it was one of the families with the shortest history.

The long tresses and beard of Jeremias excited interest in some of the Perumpadians. More than a casual glance, none of them had the time or inclination to delve into his identity.

Since many strangers used to pass through, no one bothered to enquire into the identity of that mad old man. However, Prasannan recognized him. He was sitting on his haunches on the roadside, waiting for the vet who was to artificially inseminate his cow, which had been lowing for a mate.

‘They are the Menachody breed. The semen is available only with a vet in Kolayad. He has to come from there,’ Prasannan explained after the initial exchange of pleasantries.

‘What a rush of water it was. I heard people say that one side of Reformation House has collapsed. I don’t have the time to go and check on such things. Nor do I have the health. In the morning, after I milk the cow, I go with the milk to the restaurant. Now I have to listen only to her reprimands. Ranjit has eloped with a Muslim girl who was working in the restaurant. If I don’t join in, the restaurant will get mother-fucked. Whatever you may say, my blood runs in the two kids there. They should be looked after and saved.’

The cow, more impatient than Prasannan, lowed again.

‘Don’t bloody scream. After all, they’ll insert only a bloody plastic tube. They’ll bring it. Can’t understand where the fucker’s gone to bury his dick.’

Prasannan hunted in the mobile phone for the vet’s number and called him.

The phone still pressed to his ear, Prasannan nodded his goodbye. Jeremias started to walk. As he turned the curve, he could see Reformation House obscured by all the vegetation around it. The river had moved closer to the house. A termite mound stood right in front, almost as tall as the door. The whole house seemed to have been invaded by termites.

He walked to the termite mound and touched it. Its wall seemed to have hardened. It would have many tunnels and chambers. Would each chamber have termites teeming inside and scurrying around? He knocked off the top of one of the towers of the mound and peered inside.







* A type of gambling where the player is asked to insert a stick or pen to hold down a rolled up band of ribbon and wins if he succeeds.

* Offerings to the deity packed in a two-pouch bundle carried on the head.







* A belief among Catholics of an obligation of restitution that endures and survives through generations.







* Liquor supply contract.







* Edasseri Govindan Nair (23 December 1906 – 16 October 1974) was a Malayali poet and playwright and a recipient of the Sahitya Akademi Award and the Kerala Sahitya Akademi Award for Poetry.

* Temple administration is done by devaswoms in Kerala.

* A ritual in Kerala among tribals and Syrian Christians for ‘getting rid’ of rice ear bugs, a type of paddy pest, by chanting mantras or by catching a couple of bugs from the fields, taking them to the church, proscribing them from infestation and releasing them back in the field under the belief that the proscribed ones and their companions would quit the field.







* A milk-and-rice-flakes dessert served at wedding feasts.







* A dance drama on Shree Krishna’s entire life; a series of eight plays created by Manaveda Zamorin Raja (1585–1658 CE) of Calicut in northern Kerala.

* Embranthiris are brahmins who migrated to Kerala from Tulu Nadu (present-day Udupi).







* Where kalaripayattu, Kerala’s martial arts, is taught in the traditional manner.

* A thick, curved truncheon made of wood used in kalaripayattu.

* Shaman.

† A rakshass (short for Brahmarakshass) is an evil spirit that is born when a brahmin is murdered.







* A corruption of bhattar, a titular name given to a brahmin; a colloquialism for Tamil brahmin, and by extension any brahmin. Here it refers to Sachivottama Sir Chetput Pattabhiraman Ramaswami Iyer or Sir CP, a Tamil Brahmin, who was very unpopular as the Diwan of Travancore (1936-47).

* Elder brother; an elided version of chettan.







* An offering in which the devotee circumambulates the shrine by rolling along the ground, usually over paved stones.

* A four-poster bed with carved legs and canopy.







* In Nair families the karanavar (usually the eldest uncle) had all the power and men who married Nair women through a simple ceremony of giving two mundus (pudavas) were known as sambandhakaaran. They had to live on the handouts from the karanavar and had no place in the hierarchy.







* Mangalasutra among Christians.

† New raiment given to the bride during wedding ceremony.

* Second month of the Malayalam calendar, corresponds to August-September of the Gregorian calendar.







* A kind of sprite worshipped in Malabar. Kuttichathan is believed to be vengeful towards people who cease appeasing him. If they do not sacrifice a cockerel on a regular basis with the correct incantations, Kuttichathan will play pranks on their family and cause other troubles.
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