
v

Everything … where did everything come from?
What do you mean? Come here. Have you brushed your

teeth?
I mean the sun, the moon, the sky, water … people …

everything … where did everything come from?
God created it all
And who made God?
Nobody
But how…?
He was just there
But he must have come from somewhere … Where did

he…?
From another God
And where did that other God come from?
Some other God made him. Here, eat your breakfast
And him?
Some divine power larger than all people and Gods
The very first God – who made him?
He just happened. You must have your breakfast now if you

don’t want to be late to school
Arjun says we were all monkeys once and there is no God
Maybe he is right … and you would make a good example …

I can see much of that monkey ancestor in you
But Father says our ancestors were kings
Eat your breakfast. Time to go to school
But I don’t want to go to school
Why not? You want to grow up and be a doctor, don’t you?
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I would rather be a princess
But you are not and your half-term exams are next week
I don’t want to go to school
Then you can stay at home and do the housework but just

stop chattering! My head aches
But if God made God, then what about the time when there

was nothing at all?
…
What was there before the world was created?
…

u

The day roused the shadows on the kitchen walls,
shifting them with mystifying precision. Dakshayini
stood in a tangle of thoughts, the effort of motherhood
weighing on her soul. The three decades that she had
spent running the household offered little competence
when it came to managing her daughter. I would rather
tame the tides, she said to anyone who dared ask of
Maya’s progress to adulthood.

Maya. The incubator of endless questions. The
messenger of all that is grey, of the obscurity between
everything yet unexplored and the path often trod upon.
She chose to be that wondrous bridge, the questions
rising in her head all the time, like currents of hot air from
the bowels of earth, unafraid to ask, untrammelled by the
authenticity of the answer, the asking of the question
becoming critical in itself. And everyone around Maya is
captive to her desire to fathom every sickle that falls over
every dot.

Not yet an adult and not entirely a child, little Maya,
encased in a bubble, both real and unreal, living in a state
of constant inebriation, an exaltation that grew from the
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conviction that each day the sun was born over her
house before it did on the rest of the world. What
everyone failed to comprehend in her, they attributed to
the house – the house, unlike all the rest ever built by
human hand.

“Who are you talking to mother?” Arjun asked.
Dakshayini turned away in embarrassment. She was

faintly aware of what her family had long noticed.
Alone in the kitchen, sometimes, she spoke to herself,
perhaps whispered to the dust that floated in the
shadow-wedged sunlight, a puzzle to everyone but her
daughter who figured that mother was finally finding
her voice. It was almost impossible to tell what thoughts
had possibly sprung into audible words from the
cloister of her mind.

“I … well, that sister of yours really wears me out with
her thousand questions!” She shook her head to indicate
that it was nothing of significance. The concern on
Arjun’s face was still there for her to divert. “Did Sathya
bring you coffee?” she asked but more as a statement not
meriting a reply. The dented saucepan, darkened by use,
was already high up in the air, poised to pour the
brown froth that quickly filled up a plain white porcelain
cup, a remnant of the years grandfather had indulged
in his colonial fixation, hoarding anything that said
“imported.”

“She … she was reading late in the night and so I did
not feel like waking her up,” Arjun said apologetically,
sitting down on the threshold of the door that led into the
dimness of the house. The uneasiness travelled from her
eyes to his. Dakshayini’s face betrayed guilt for asking a
question the answer to which she invariably knew. They
both looked away to the low door – so low that even the
children had to bend to walk through – into the backyard
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that was a riot of flowering foliage, irregular patches of
vegetables and a tangle of coconut trees beyond which,
as far as the eye could see, the sea overlapped its varying
hues of blue.

The house was like a box of treasure, perfectly square
and secure. Once the large ornate wooden threshold was
crossed into, the charm of the old structure revealed itself
in a neat open courtyard cut out in the centre of the house,
looking up into the free sky, confined only in its seams by
small dark rooms placed tightly next to each other on a
high, red-floored verandah. A dozen round wooden
pillars held up the tiled roof that peaked in the centre of
each room sloping both outside and into the courtyard. It
was evident even to appearance that the house, aided by
regular repairs, had served its purpose well – the tall
walls keeping the compelling monsoons out and the
roofless courtyard holding the goodness of the sun, like a
box lamp lit from within.

Arjun, having waited for a suitable lapse of silence,
said, “Maybe you should pour out another cup. The
schoolteacher is here and talking to father. He does not
look too pleased.”

Alarm woke in her eyes. “Uh? Who? Your father or
the teacher?” she asked wiping her hands on her sari
end. It was a familiar game between them, this stalling
for time.

Arjun considered that briefly. “Both of them … I think
it is about Maya,” he said. The cup skimmed his lips.

Dakshayini invoked the family deities softly under her
breath, sounds that the walls faithfully carried around.
The remainder coffee found its way into another cup,
even as her name echoed from within the house. She
exchanged a quick meaningful look with Arjun and
walked out of the kitchen across the verandah to the
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broad platform near the door where the wooden chairs
had been lined for the visitors. Arjun followed her closely
as if he were a little boy, in admiration as she approached
the difficult situation with calm authority.

Shivaram bellowed the moment he saw his wife, “Do
you hear what the teacher has to say about your darling
daughter?” Even though he knew she would need him to
explain. “How do you intend to defend her this time?”
He asked, bound by habit to be always louder in his voice
than he was in his mind, angrier to appearances than in
reality and more intimidated by his daughter’s wilfulness
than prepared to harness it. Maya reminded him too
much of his father, and two of the same kind under one
roof was certainly unbearable. Dakshayini had been told
that often when he thought the children were out of
earshot. Today, he looked angrier than ever, the pink flush
of his fair skin glowing from one ear across to the other.

Dakshayini smiled politely at the teacher and handed
him the cup from a respectable distance before sitting
down on the floor. Arjun leaned against a pillar behind
his mother holding his cup delicately in the air, away
from his body. Shivaram glowered at both of them. He
was a large-built man, not ashamed to scratch himself in
company or belch loudly at the end of a satisfying meal,
and his irritation at the calm finesse that his wife
possessed – which he felt she had unfortunately
bequeathed to a son instead of the daughter – was very
obvious. Often, when he looked at Arjun’s delicate
features, his eyes spoke of manly disdain even if his
mouth wordlessly pursed tight.

The teacher greedily bent over the coffee, slurping
noisily, his betel nut-stained teeth flashing over the rim
of the white cup. Dakshayini patiently waited for him to
look up again. “I hope she has not caused too much
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trouble at school, sir,” she inquired courteously. The
teacher was now carefully wiping his lips on the cloth
towel he carried on his shoulders.

“I am sorry to come here so early in the morning but
you are her parents and must know of the happenings at
school,” he began, noting that in reaction the father had
snorted while the mother only mutely nodded her head.
It was easy to see where his sympathies would come
from, but he continued from exaggerated politeness to
address them both. “The girl disrupts my class like
nobody else does. She talks all the time … even when I
am teaching. Every opportunity she gets, I catch her
fighting with the boys. This week – I don’t know if you
have heard about it – she broke her slate over a little boy’s
head. Luckily for you, the boy for some reason insisted
that he fell off a tree and injured himself. Worse, her dog
follows her to class. He nearly bit a piece off my ankle
when I forced him out … and she has the cheek to call
him ‘Krishna.’ How can you allow this, sir?” He looked
to Shivaram for understanding and found plenty, “We
cannot instil respect for our society and gods in the
children if they name mongrels like … like this!”

“She is only a child, and a very bright one,” Arjun
smiled as he interrupted the tirade, pleased with Maya’s
spirited performance. The teacher ignored the defence,
having plenty unpleasant memories of the brother too
when he had been at the same school.

Shivaram, however, was in no mood to be lenient. “We
have said that long enough,” he snapped in reply,
“Arjun! Go look for her!”

“I already did and she is not around.”
“She was with me a little while ago,” Dakshayini

turned to the teacher. “I am sure she means no harm. I
will speak to her. Krishna, I mean the dog, will not come
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to school from today. You have my word,” she placated
him.

“If you say so, madam,” he conceded a little
hesitatingly, the regret of not seeing the girl reprimanded
in front of him lingered on his face, “but make sure she is
on time … the half-term exams begin today.”

“Today!” Dakshayini lost her composure for the first
time in the conversation, “But she said it was next week!”

The teacher only clicked his tongue ominously – his
point now suitably established – and left with the
satisfaction of a mission well completed.

“This will not do! You are both too indulgent. If we
don’t curb her now, there is no saying how she will turn
out to be as she grows older!” Shivaram seethed as they
watched the teacher disappear towards the road.

“Let me talk to her first,” his wife pleaded, “I am sure
there is a good explanation for all this. Maybe the teacher
scolded her unnecessarily … or it might be the fault of one
of her friends!”

“That is enough! Don’t defend her. There has
certainly never been a child like her in this house or in
this entire village … the little devil!”

“I am just saying that we should talk to her first….”
“Arjun! Don’t you have to go to work?” Shivaram

turned his wrath on his son, not wanting to be drawn
into an argument. He pulled a faded towel off the
clothesline and marched up to the bathroom which
though built as part of the square house curiously opened
to the outside, the approach being a walk around the
house either from the front or the back doors. It had so far
not occurred to anyone to better that arrangement.

Shivaram ran a small grocery store in the village. A
man of tradition, he lived each day as far as possible on
the lines of the one that had gone by and cherishing it as
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a model for the day to come. Nobody in the family dared
disturb his precariously balanced schedule or even
mention that the profits from his shop had always been
negligible as it remained the only thing he knew to keep
himself occupied through the day. Mercifully, the larger
part of the household expenses was met by the yield and
income from the ancestral property, an assortment of fruit
groves and paddy fields.

Arjun looked to his mother to spell what was already
on his mind. It was a situation they had known in the
past with one effective, almost infallible, possibility.

“Go and see if Krishna is around,” Dakshayini said
softly.

Arjun walked around the house, up the pebbly path
that led to the groves beyond the backyard and behind
the cowshed where he knew Maya to take refuge. There
was no sign of girl or dog. He even bent over the edge of
the hillock to squint at the lonely stretch of beach.

It was only on his way back into the house that Arjun
noticed Krishna sitting immobile just outside the
storeroom. Large brown eyes stared at him in fear and
apology for violating the ban on entering the house. There
was no longer any need to look for Maya.

Arjun returned to the kitchen where his wife, having
woken to the commotion, now sat on a shaky wooden
stool drinking coffee. In her long willowy nightgown, her
hair carelessly wound up at her nape, she looked fragile,
so immaculate that Arjun’s heart skipped a beat. They
both kept their eyes rivetted on the floor. He spoke instead
to his mother, “No, I could not find her.” Dakshayini,
busy laying out breakfast, did not reply. From his voice
she knew it to be otherwise and brushed the whole
episode aside, “She must have seen her teacher coming
and run off to school! You better go for your bath when
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your father is done and hurry to catch that bus. Don’t be
late for work.”

Arjun’s reluctance to desert an unresolved
confrontation was palpable. Dakshayini gently added, “I
can handle your father. His anger rages only in her
absence. Maya has only to smile and he will let her tie a
noose around his neck to lead him around!”

In the unlit storeroom of the house, darkness cluttered
with piles of dried coconuts and gunny sacks of rice, the
air stuffy with the smell of rodents, Maya waited patiently
for everyone to get on with their work, her mind charting
out a scheme to elude trouble for the rest of the day. She
listened to the scurrying of the rats and cockroaches,
resentful towards the teacher who had worked hard on
taking the joy out of her school education.

Above them in the attic, grandfather coughed hard
and they heard the phlegm rattle in his bony chest.
“Grandfather is saying something. Do you want me to
check on him before I go?” Arjun waited dutifully for any
instructions. His mother did not respond. Clearly it was
a very common occurrence and they all continued to
chase their habits.

Perched on a sack of rice Maya also heard
grandfather, his voice rolling over the wooden beams that
held the house together. She pictured him in his wooden
cot, the one held together by a sagging crisscross of ropes,
his eyes swinging from one side to another in their
sockets, like glass marbles let loose.

u

It was Maya’s grandfather who struck his axe in the
little hillock by the sea with an intent that seared with
fierce passion. The eyes that watched had flickered with
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ill will. Voices, all living and harsh, warned against such
proximity to the sea, the closest any structure in that
village had dared to achieve, for it was almost as if the
house was being born to be offered to the waters. There
was also the added threat from vicious storms and rough
winds that swept in from distant lands. Grandfather,
then young and possessed, refused to listen to reasoning
and prophecies. I shall dwell here or nowhere else – he
muttered and strove on with the help of a few labourers
whose only opinion was the sweat they buried in the
sand as it fell off their brow. And there it rose in no time,
the house – a small elevation of solid earth, standing
stoically on a slope of rubble that remained its only
separation from the pale sheet of expansive water.

When grandfather laid the last brick in the house he
built by the sea, he swore he could hear it breathe softly,
and it became to him like his own child, the alcove where
he brought his adolescent bride to, where he watched his
energy germinate, gain strength, into a spreading family.

So it was that every child born in that house heard
the sound of the waters breaking on the land and then
every moment of every day, the deep sighs of the wind,
the greedy lapping of waves upon waves, the rustle of
the palms, all became a part of their lives, as natural as
their own breathing. There was no longer any fear of the
sea claiming their house. Instead, the house celebrated
the exhilaration of life, and each time a child let out its
lusty birth wail, the old man planted a flowering tree,
his children and his children’s children all claiming a
tree of their own in the crowded backyard. The trees
grew strong and vibrant as the children only seemed
eager to leave, their hearts bitter with the inability to
love the strange, withdrawn man who had fathered
them. The old man did not flinch or relent. He let them
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go in peace but laughed in his solitude to his house
about their foolish disavowal of a heroic madness that
could never be inherited, only earned.

Then one day his wife ceased to be and it was the
only time the old man wet the walls with his tears.
Suddenly, the sea became inscrutable and he no longer
counted the heads that continued to add to his brood.

Year after year, the house stood like a cutout against
the azure sky, siphoning the breath off the old man’s
lungs, a gleam of defiance against all those who looked
at it. Stories continued to spin. The commonest tale
being that it was a growing house, an inch being added
to its girth every few months. The neighbours greatly
wished the house had been elsewhere. Each time the
gale rose over the ocean, they whispered about the
unearthly house that wrestled with the forces of god.
During nights, when the walls trembled under the force
of the tides that hit the earth below it and the wind
howled in tandem, they hoped harder than ever to see
the house defeated. But the old man pinned it down with
his ardour, tireless in his craving, to violently possess
something he created.

It was the cry of a little girl born decades after her
grandmother’s death that jolted the old man to
acknowledge that something alive still walked his
domain. He watched Maya as she wandered through
the many doors in the house beating her little palms on
the red floor and revelled in the knowledge that she was
different from the other bundles of flesh that the walls
had begotten. Her clear voice echoed the sound of the
sea, her eyes were the translucent waters cut into
shades of gold by the sun and she listened to the wind,
the waves, the palm, as if they spoke to her all the time.
Grandfather knew that she was the one who deserved
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his house the most, the birth that redeemed his own
lifetime of toil, his true inheritor and he proclaimed so
to the whole world. Maya was special. But by the time
he did so, his own faculties had weakened, the power of
hearing almost gone, and he was constantly speaking
without being spoken to. Not too long after that,
everyone ceased to take him seriously.

Only the sea tempted the old man. His fingers grew
long and bony, the green quivering veins pushing
through the skin and loosening it forever in the process.
Time took a shape and a form at his doorstep and he shut
his eyes tight. Flesh ridiculed the mind as bowels
emptied and jaws mashed food without being told to. He
heard faint sounds from another realm and patiently
waited to shift among them to reach and recognise the
one he thirsted for. Often it was the tide that seemed to
send emissaries from another epoch. For days he listened,
sometimes crying out in frustration, sometimes smiling at
the sheer miracle of it.

The Voices spoke amongst each other, a few directly
to him, and spoke on needless of what he said to them.
He heard them at all times, the effort less excruciating
when they spoke outside his head. Often they did not.
Then one passing moment as he lay with his eyes
cringing in concentration, the Voices all dropped off
until he heard the one he had sought. He cried as she
hummed her favourite lullaby. The light in his soul
woke to drape halos around all the stars that night in
the drooping sky. His eyes opened and he found himself
in the attic of the house. The cot he lay on was still his
and so also the objects around him. He had been
banished from his room to this isolation, perhaps by a
family that could not cope with the abandon that his
body and mind had escaped to. He did not mind. It was
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time to listen to the Voice, hers, as she spoke gently to
him, his dead wife.

u

yes, you are right, this village is not too old, it is me who is
old … but not the village … it is funny, old woman, for you
are an old woman too though you are dead, that i hear not a
word that the world says to me, no, not even of the large-eyed
girl who belongs to our son, moving her lips rapidly at me,
asking questions i think, for her lips rarely close when she
speaks but wait, slightly parted, trembling, i suppose asking
me questions that i cannot hear, at this age when my skin is
folding at every inch … but lucky am i, that your voice still
seeks me out … yes, the village is not old at all, as sometimes i
think i even remember the day it was born but that could be
because i have heard this story so many times from so many
people since i was a little boy myself, so many times, every little
detail, that everyone must have heard it from their fathers and
they from their fathers, and now i feel i was there when it
happened … you know it too, my dear, the rain, the terrible
surging rains, for twenty-one days it rained, never abating,
never even settling into a drizzle, just furious torrents of rain,
heavy and rapid drops of water, bonded with each other so
tightly, pouring as one stream, pouring as if the heavens had
burst open and those who believed that vishnu the preserver
lived in the middle of the sea, said he was emptying his abode
on our sins, and they prayed, oh yes, they did, prayed for days
and nights, taking turns to stay awake, fighting the water that
was beginning to collect in the houses, the grains all wet and
rotting, the cattle abandoned to their deaths, by the seventh day
people had given up even trying to step out into their own
courtyards, staying at home and praying for deliverance from
pralaya, the destruction of creation by the very water that gave
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it life but that was only the seventh day and the rains
continued, each day more horrific than the other, the sea rising
dangerously, wanting to climb the distant towering ghats,
approaching the cluster of twenty-one huts that hung by each
other and of starvation and fear, many were dead, many dying,
or perhaps as my father said, lord yama had descended with
the waters, proudly riding his dark buffalo, laughing,
gathering his crop of death mercilessly … twenty-one days it
rained over those twenty-one huts and then on the twenty-
second day when everyone had lost hope and no longer chanted
their desperate prayers, the rains stopped, suddenly, not
diminishing into a drizzle, but all at once vanished, leaving
behind a bright dry sky and the soggy earth sucking in the
water collected on her chest, the sun shining so fiercely … some
people delirious and in possession of vagrant spirits
prophesised that they had all entered the land of the dead, the
believers broke out into a wailing that spread through those
twenty-one huts, over the bodies of skins greyed and shrivelling
from the gloom of the overcast skies but they were wrong my
dear, all of them, as they came out one by one … men, women
and children … and they saw that their settlement was no more,
no fields, no pathways leading in and out of the trees, no signs
of all that the ancestors had gathered around for their comfort,
the horror was so great that nobody spoke except the oldest man
of the village who started to walk in the direction of the
mountains, a shadow, dry and blue in the distance and they all
followed him, not wanting to take anything with them but their
own bodies, walking till they reached the mountains and began
to climb it … nobody can say why a group of people, as weary
and punished as they were, could endure such a physical
exertion but they kept walking and discovered as they reached
halfway up the mountain that the sea had receded further away
than they could ever remember and had left behind a piece of
land, not too large, not too small but so green that they had not
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seen such iridescence even in the stones that are found in the
womb of the earth, emerald-like, and they knew it was fertile
land, blessed, for it was to be their new home, our home too now,
and that was three generations ago, my dear, or was it four?
five? six? my memory has begun to fail me, for my time has
come, almost, and this village, young and vibrant is just
beginning its life – i am sorry that i should not be here to see it
longer – afraid of death? no, why should i be afraid of death?
death, that has been taking care of you for so many years, and
it is tiresome to talk like this, for your voice is faint, coming as
it does from across the fence of the living and i fear, my love,
that if i stop talking you will desert me and choose the comfort
that you must find with those who are as dead as you, you who
are in the land of the free while i still carry the burden of my
mortality – i sense our children moving at their work below
my floor, below this ceiling, and i know that they do not know
of the time it had rained for twenty-one days, therefore do not
appreciate the gift of land, of life that the twenty-second day
brought us, yes, ungrateful they are and that makes me sad –
true, true, yes, you are right, i should let go of this material
world, turn my eyes inward on my soul and pray to the gods,
but their names don’t come to my lips, i think and i try hard to
remember all the holy chants that our parents had branded on
our tongues, that i murmured every day of our married life,
and now in my old age when perhaps they should be with me
the most, not a name, not a word comes to my mind and i know
you are ashamed of me for hanging on to the illusion, maya,
all of this, each attachment, each bondage only prolonging my
suffering, keeping me away from deliverance yet feel attached
to this earth and i remember the time i came to own and run my
own land, the night i knew inexplicably that i had sown myself
in your warm inside, the softness of our first son’s puckered
bottom, the aroma of the fish curry that only you can make, the
day you died, i forgot all my gods then and i still cannot bring
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myself to remember them – and at night when i am sleeping,
when you don’t speak to me, i hear my own voice continuing
unspoken in my head and it tries to remember so many details
of the past that seem lost, forgetting fast, names, people and
places, making me wake up in the morning hungry more than
ever for the comfort of your voice – no, i am not afraid to die,
my dear, it is living that sometimes overwhelms me.


