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Running in circles,
round and round. 

This has no beginning,
no rhythm,
or even a sound,
only a silent scream —
the background breeze. 

And in my head
white noises, which aren’t 
really noises anymore,
they’ve turned into screams,
bloodcurdling cries in my dreams,
only, they’re not dreams anymore,
and I’m not the one who’s crying —
just the background breeze. 

And all the alarms are blaring 
and red lights glaring
and I’m howling 
and they’re roaring 
and rats gnawing away at my brain. 

And I want to 
bang my head
against the wall
and dismantle 
the cosy nest
of the squeaky rats
and tear down the whole 
damn infested shack. 

MY DIADEM OF DEATH
Poem by Shireen Khan
Illustration by Dhanashree Pimputkar
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And save my heart 
that is falling through 
my own two feet, 
down and down,
plummeting below the ground,
dragging me with it, 
sinking and drowning,
filling my lungs up
with
bricks and pebbles.  
Guess my ghosts are real
and here to stay
and I’m no priest
to make them leave. 

So we keep running 
in circles 
round my head —
my own flower-band
of rotting weaves.  
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The battle while gulping a bitter pill
And journeying to the Other side

Has a similar after taste. 

That side, 
West of the sun

At a point invisible on your map, 
I dug a Hole

Or a hole dug Me. 

I couldn't know. 
But, unlike Alice's, 

My falling journey you don't want to remember, 
You don't want to write stories for your children. 

All because I met none. 

I fell all alone, for so long
That I forgot the memory of Light. 

At the end, in all blindness, 
to comfort myself, 

My right hand summoned my left 
Only to realize-

I was left touch blind. 

But I wake up every day, 
Leaving the despair to oversleep 

with my saddened bedsheet
Only to fall again.

NOTES FROM IN-BETWEEN
Poem by Ria Chowdhury

Illustration by Dhanashree Pimputkar
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In a recurring dream of mine,
I cringe. 

Stepping into a huge crowd,
I find all eyes on me

while the cloth covering my chest
shreds into pieces and falls down in

a matter of seconds.

I cringe and cover as
their eyes, probe my breasts 

so deep, that it feels like
a nail tearing down further towards my heart.

I cringe,
just like how I hunch

when I walk past someone 
even on a less crowded road
because last time someone

in a quick moving crowd took
the pleasure of dashing my breasts
and disappearing in broad daylight

on a two lane road. 

I try to pull up and cover,
just like I did when

the other females on the opposite seat
couldn't stop scrutinizing the distance

between my neck and neckline of the tee,
as well as my character.

I try to walk away,
just like how I did

when someone groped my back or
breathed behind my right ear or pushed oneself hard against me

in a jam packed crowd where
I couldn't turn but only move aside a little. 

NEVER GAVE IN
Poem by Shree Niveditha K

Illustration by Dhanashree Pimputkar
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I cry in guilt,
just like how
when someone I knew 
took the pleasure of fondling 
my breasts
without my consent,
and I loathed in guilt for months
for deceiving myself. 

But, this time I was proud. 

I was proud that I didn't stoop low;
that I didn't give in to the expectations
of those prying eyes because,
neither in the dream nor in reality,
I gave in.
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They dream while they sleep
When all are but breathing corpses,
When streets succumb to the deafening silence
And Time still can't hold its horses.

I drink moonlight with pleasure so pure,
Drenching myself in contemplations,
I choose to dream while I'm wide awake
Under blue skies and radiant suns.

A quill pays me a visit, in every dream of mine
It is a remnant of a bird that perished while flying,
Up to the great clouds beyond its reach,
Leaving behind hope and infinite longing.

This Icarus of my soul longed to taste liberty,
To find release from the weight of words unsaid.
So I use the quill he left, to write
Words unheard and unread. 

Unlike night-dreamers who strive to win
And run faster everyday, to stand first in line
I weave words using my quill,
Walking along, to relish the journey that's divine.

Daydreamers like me, see beds of roses,
Hear the thunder and the pouring rain.
Rose thorns leave us bleeding on our stride,
But waving the quill numbs the pain.

The quill is a thing of beauty, all by itself,
It soaks its tip in every wanderer's blood,
And bestows a purpose upon aimlessness
By creating symphonies unknown to the world.

The quill helps me walk the streets of grim realities,
Amidst  those that seek plots in a graveyard,
It reminds me, I was not born to six feet under,
I was meant to walk in a boulevard.

THE QUILL
Poem by Prakriti Basu
Illustration by Dhanashree Pimputkar
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i am always running
i am always running
i am always running

as panic floods my parched being,
an army of ants bent on conquest

as fear strikes my tensed core,
a poison arrow, born to fly

as anxiety and adrenaline fuse to 
awaken serial shakes of exhaustion in me,

a familiar compound -
i have done this 

far too many times.

i run
i run
i run

I AM ALWAYS RUNNING
Poem by Muskaan Mittal

Illustration by Dhanashree Pimputkar
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i wonder what it is that i was running from?

sometimes it is a person i know
sometimes it is a person i do not
sometimes it is a place
sometimes i run in circles on a building 
dangerously close to the sun, avoiding omnipresent
crowds as my legs give up on me, my propellers 
run out of battery and i finally must surrender, 
not before helpless flails, a reminder that i have failed:
i like to think i am running from nothing at all
(the world likes to think this too)
but what is truly chasing me, i suppose, is darkness.

as i struggle frantically in my realm of nightmares -
the feelings are real enough -
worse so,
sometimes i feel like i am suffocating
with my eyes snapped shut and my arms stuck to 
my sides and my skin stuck on my body and 
my panic stuck inside me and me stuck inside me -

every time i wake up to deceptively calm reality
and wonder what it was that was chasing me
(still is)
at first, i ponder answerlessly, before realising

i don't have to look far to see.
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As I sit in a corner of my room
smoking the final joint of the day,
through my half closed eyes, I see
a shining light from outside the window.

As I move closer, I can see a hand
the most welcoming one, calling me over.
The moment I touch her cold, soft
hands, she pulls me towards her.

At first I’m blinded by the light but
soon things start becoming more clear.
My lips are just inches away from her,
the woman of my dreams, 
the Helen to my Paris,

My sweet and lovely Sylvia. With a sweet 
smile, she gives me a peck on my lips
and then takes me by the hand as 
we start walking. 

We were in an alleyway
in the middle of nowhere and soon
I start seeing those faces that I can recognise.
Uncle Coleridge and Shelley are at the bar
fighting over some supernatural elements.

Poe is at the corner sitting by himself,
contemplating and jotting down notes.
The life of the party is none but
my dear Uncle Marlowe fascinating
people with his stories and characters.

A REVERIE
Poem by Rohan A
Illustration by Dhanashree Pimputkar

As we enter the bar, Sylvia and I 
take a seat at the counter and order
“Two Martinis, shaken, not stirred.”

Soon like two lovers in heat, we are
transported into a world of our own,
a world were our insecurities matter
no more. As we finish our drinks,
I notice the middle Bronte sister, looking
at us with such care and affection.

We exchange smiles as Emily comes over
to take us back in time with her
stories of Heathcliff and Catherine,
and that we reminded her of the duo.

I thought I could never be happier
and I had seen it all, but when
Sylvia led me by the hand to the
centre of the dancefloor to waltz
around and around cheered on by
the happy faces of my godfathers—
Camus and Kafka—could I be happier?

Suddenly, the joint burns my fingers
as I am startled from my reverie.
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AIRPLANES
Poem by Anish Malpani
Illustration by Dhanashree Pimputkar

Airplanes.
These giant human-made birds,
These titanium toys that that still light up my eyes,
These carbon-creating creatures conjure irrational 
fear every time they flail their wings.
Dangerous in our minds yet safer than our cars,
These swooning noisemakers, 
Corrupted by blatant class-ism,
Are more notorious for their tight economy seats.
But there, 
Right beside the unfortunate chronic snorer,
For a moment in time,
You don't belong to any country or faith,
Just to a space in the sky,
Border-less and afloat,
Scorching through the atmosphere,
While somehow remaining fixed in your seat,
Leaning sideways staring patiently at the food carts
rolling in aisles that are way too narrow,
Testing, helplessly, the power of the muscles 
that line your poor, poor bladder.

To me, Airplanes signify change.
An end and a beginning,
A journey towards and away from the people 
and places I love, will love or have loved,
They are a reminder that even though I am surrounded 
by a mountain of people,
I'm alone.
An immigrant who doesn't belong,
A nomad who is all mad that he is far away 
from everyone that matters,
It is a sad concoction of the greatest tragic 
truth - impermanence.
Impermanence that makes me move myself 
away from the brink of comfort,
Into the realm of the uncomfortable.
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Because comfortable is easy,
Comfortable is boring,
Comfortable is stagnation.
It is in the flames of discomfort where the 
mightiest swords of growth are casted,
Lasted by hunger and curiosity,
Tested in the battlefield that is our polarized society,
Sharpened with every slash,
In clashes scattered not with landmines,
But instead with mind-bombs,
I am training myself to become 
comfortable with the uncomfortable.

But,
I miss comfort.
I miss home.
I miss having a home.
I want to buy a rug, a mug, a painting - any painting,
I am not even into art, but I want a wall I can hang 
it on, not just a suitcase of stuff.
I want to surround myself with the comfort 
of the people I love.
I want to spend weekends with Mum and Dad, 
not 8,857 miles away.
I want to sway my baby niece to swimming 
classes and not just buy her toys from a far,
I want to light a joint with the boys,
And cry, laugh, rage with them through 
the entire Netflix roster,
I want to nix away this Devil-God that is ambition.

But, I won't.
I can't.
I am healthy, wealthy and capable of stealth.
More fortunate than most,
I am an airplane of sorts,
With the ability to coast from one place to another,
Hosting an array of ambitions and emotions,
Roasting them on the fire of hope,
As I scope out my path towards purpose.
I will never go hungry so why should anyone else?
So I will combust away my distractions,
Clear out the aisles,
Hijack myself from commitment to anything but the cause.
I want to be incorruptible.
Because even though I am not a titanium toy,  
I am a human-made, carbon-creating 
creature who can fly.
So, I will soar.
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Thighs bleeding
five days a week,

with the so called impurity
everytime I'm shunned
out of my own kitchen

not to stench up
the holy place of God,

hanging my head in shame
with every drop of blood,
on the maroon bedsheet,

that cannot go in the machine,
hiding the polythene bag

with my dirty identity,
behind my back, from dad

behind the leaflets of newspaper,
the same man, who cried out in joy

with the birth of his baby girl!

Tears flowing from unbearable pain
only to be told by motherly women
that I'm a child bearing machine,

no privilege to complain
and this ain't real pain,
so I weep silent tears

in one gloomy corner of my room
curtains drawn in, to hide

my tear jerked face from the world!
I'm called filthy 

for every underwear with a stain
I'm 22 years old and

I cannot scream out from pain
I call out my Lord's name

only to be met with a strike
cause I'm an unholy whore

a freak, the Lord wouldn't like,
now, whom do I turn to

to end this ache, 
my God won’t listen to me

cause I'm a bleeding mistake,
through dripping thighs and bloodshot eyes

I finally realize, this'll all end one day
when I'm six feet under

and out of the society's way!

UNHOLY
Poem by Narmada Varshini

Illustration by Dhanashree Pimputkar
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A TERROR LESS DAWN
Poem by Akshaya Pawaskar
Illustration by Dhanashree Pimputkar

I dream I am standing
on a pretty street in Paris
only to look down and find 
bloodied cobbles underneath.

I run and run until
I am looking at the London eye 
and get stabbed 
and go reeling down
the river Thames.

I float and float until
I see a Shikara on the Dal lake
drifting with the calm
of objects about to explode
and it does, shattering 
paradise to pieces 
of flesh and fate. 

Bones and their fragments,
Pashmina shawl flying 
with stains of death.
I pray and pray until
I am in a peaceful mosque
In Canterbury 
And have a gun to my head.

Beauty loses its edge.
I am holding your head now
touching it to mine like
a sacred urn,
but I wake up to find
you wrapped in a cold
blanket of memories
Stale air of rot,
A fresh wave of terror.

Can a night carry so much pain?

Yes, I am the sole custodian
of my dreams but 
lately I wish to drop off
the keys and let them be
found by a stranger who
will empty the trash and
repopulate my land 
of Morpheus where
I will rise on a flying carpet.

Seeing in the dark of the dusk
Something bandaged and healing
Something spotless and clean
a world, newly born which 
knows no hate, 
no loss thick as thieves.

l will let him build a ladder to God
I will have no wings 
he will have sturdy rungs.

If I fall into the same nightmares 
I will let him catch me 
by my hair and pull up to his heaven 
where all the flimsy people 
possessive of their gods 
will line up to see that God 
cannot be broken piecemeal
for our greedy hands and 
claim shut minds to feast upon.

That dreams will again be as pretty 
as the terror-less dawn.     
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MY DEAR CHILD
Poem by Samra Khan

Illustration by Dhanashree Pimputkar

April 2017
My light that I have yet to see

A dream and not reality,
I wonder if you'd like to live

The world has so much love to give,

The flowers when they bloom,
The sky with its stars and moon,

My mother; your Nani,
Her teary eyes, so shiny.
                                           

February 2018
My life that I have yet to live,

Myriad sacrifices that I have to give,
I worry that you won’t be safe,

The world is a scary place,

Nirbhaya that night,
Asifa was just a child,
Battered and bruised,

Scratched and abused.

 April 2019
My breath that I have yet to breathe,

A destiny; not quite in reach,
I wonder if you’d like our home,

The world is filled with so much hope.

Spring after Fall,
Dusk fading into dawn,

Your first steps, your first cry,
Hatchlings drop before they fly.

June 2020
A part of my soul that I have yet to meet,
A dear friend that I can’t wait to greet,
I’m scared you might not make it here,

There is death everywhere,

Six feet apart and quarantined,
Caged humans can’t run wild,

Empty streets and brimming graves,
We’re all just pretending to be brave.

My daughter that I love more than life,
I want you and I don’t at the same time,

The world is the river drinking up the stream;
You; like a nightmare closing in on a dream.
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URBAN DREAMSCAPES
Poem by Anagha Smrithi

Illustration by Dhanashree Pimputkar

the evening powders into violet dust. the sun is distant & dizzy. 
the sky stretches out like imagination, like something from a dream.

if this was a dream, it would be quiet; the kind where nothing happens. 
there is no story here, no chasing or falling, only that washed-out texture 
of a dream, flushed and freckled, faded like a photograph of the rain. 

a dream where nothing happens. there is no story here. but for a moment, 
the city fell asleep and it dreamt up a sunset. in the half-dark of the evening, 

our lives are dazed and flecked with pink. windows light up one by one, 
the yellow flickering of lives shuffling, working late, hunched over tea, 
lost in small arguments, heating up leftovers, or simply growing older. 

maybe they all stir in this same violet dream, searching through the hush 
of bedrooms and kitchens to find someplace familiar. the city fell asleep

and dreamt up a million lives. the world is slipping away and i let it go,
i settle into the dream. there is something relentless about imagination

how it is emphatic that there can be life, yes there can be life. 

life even after this. 



BLACK PEARL
Poem by Utkarsha Anwekar
Illustration by Dhanashree Pimputkar

~
She used to speak in tongues of the sea,
Harpoon-edge in her voice hidden deep
Under the deception that comes so naturally
To a daughter of the waters. 
For she was taught, like all her sisters, 
To mimic the melody of the tides,
To wrap the storm within in a million layers 
Of velveteen times two. 

1.
Once a sailor caught her sunning herself—
Threw a fishnet upon her bosom,
Whereupon she, used to rich aquamarine
And glittering pearl, peeled herself off
To sing him sweet his swan-song. 
His fibulae she used for drumsticks. 

2.
When the prince came she was in a foul mood,
Fouler than the storm that brought him to her knees
(If she'd had knees).
And in her lap he chanced to hear a heavenly dirge 
Ringing long and low, even as he relished it for
As long as it was heaven, he did not care what it was. 

3.
She smiled with her teeth when he was lost again,
Ripped off her scales one by one
And slit her own throat to mute the cry
Of gaining appendages. 
The salt on her cheeks reminded her of how love
Was like a razor-sharp looking-glass.

4.
He welcomed her as befit her beauty,
Kissed her red mouth with all the fervour of a cannibal,
Paraded her around his court like a jewel of the Orient,
And spoke at her in the trivialities of the old Romantics. 
Then, dead serious, she found him in the arms of another
And her skin began turning green again, oily and slick.             

5.
He was happy to gift her, she who did not belong to him,
In the manner of a present to his false saviour. 
(She did not decline).
She did not pity herself. 
She had decided to serve him, and serve him she would
For she was a mermaid of her words. 
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6.
Come wedding night, dancing like the devil until she bled,
She crept upon their bedchamber, caressed the princess 
And carved the prince. 
At long last she had his heart in the palm of her hand. 
It was as sweet as the stories had promised.
His liver she bestowed upon his wife.

~
When daylight glittered upon the horizon
She lay on her rock again, whole once more,
Laughing with her scarlet lips at the rising foam
That continued to obscure the mourning ship from her gaze
As she caressed softly the sutures on her neck
With the bones of his fingers. 
And so she freed the storm within in a million verses
Of dulcet tone times two.
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A WIDOW’S VEIL
Poem by Rakshita Gupta
Illustration by Manisha Naskar

My friend, Betty
The witch of the midnight
She meets me at my window, screeching the panes inside out. 

Creaking doors,
Humming songs,
She belongs to none, but to the pains and the bloody hounds.

She giggles at me,
And draws something on my hand
Holding my destiny under the veils of her shroud.

They're coming!
She says, "They know."
Following the fragrance of my blood as their thirst grows!

They call my name
Betty tells me it’s just a game
With her mischievous smile and dreadful cries.

Her widow's wail
Is surreal making me insane
I believe her when she says, "Just don't look behind."

I close my eyes
As I hear them whisper
A whiff of air in my ear, I hear, "Murderer!"

I choked in my breath
And froze to my bones
I felt them coming onto me suffocating my throat.

I screamed for Betty
She laughed looking at me
I looked back in fright as I see their haunting sight.

My eyes to theirs- Incest
A soul trapped in darkness
As I felt tiny needles piercing my heart putting me to rest.

A storm to dust
Eating souls, a disgust!
Their bodies shining bright in the hovering moonlight.
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A WARM CUDDLE
Poem by Lakshya Singh

Illustration by Dhanashree Pimputkar

It’s pouring again  
from the orifices of nascent sky,    

the way crimson droplets of blood  
shed from the grasp of her flimsy nails.      

“Don’t look at me, my tiny pixie       
It`s time to cuddle again in bed,   
The night shivers in silhouette of      

stark tremors and feet-numbing cold,
It’s pouring, it’s pouring again! ”     

She pokes her hand    
on my frivolous cheeks
circles her fingers        

on my frozen temples    
they droop down           

against my bottled chin     
and get wedged around the throat.  

Tarantulas run over     
my unkempt body,         

their appendages pierce my skin.  
So, I awfully cling 

to her wooden chest   
like a nasty leech sucking blood.  

It pours and pours, until I am wet.
Her eyes groan glittering red,   

 with burning fires of hell   
those legs twist like a wretched crab  

her teeth brush against my hair 
I tighten my hands around her neck,   

We coo and cuddle as languished crows   
covered beneath a black quilt.

I plead to her
needle-pointed ears

to take me out of
the clutches of her skin   

to exhale me out with
her demonic breath   
to bury me beneath   

that beautiful tree.
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But she devours me each time
the way she gulps her shadow

away from those splintered mirrors
So I swing my ashen legs,

kick them over and over    
her inflated belly     

It pours and pours enough   
to drown me.   

Author’s Note: ‘A Warm Cuddle’ narrates the tale of an aborted
placenta stuck in mother`s body using body horror and other 

supernatural elements. The poem is also an allegory to the 
disturbed childhood that clings over the bodies and minds 

of emotionally disturbed adults.                      
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A FRACTURED LIFE
Short Story by Pritika Rao
Illustration by Dhanashree Pimputkar

Nobody knows how to look at her anymore. She walks down the street to a dark blue wooden 
ironing cart to hand over a bundle of freshly washed clothes wrapped tightly in a bedsheet. 
The man eyes her strangely, like she’s covered in soot. Women in the market talk about her in 
hushed whispers - she catches a few lazy stares and comments frivolously thrown to the wind. 
When she’s at the shop, considering which tomatoes to buy as she rolls them delicately 
between her fingers to check if they’re spoiled, she is aware that the women alongside her 
are sizing her up in the same manner. Others part their drying laundry like curtains to watch 
her in a heady mix of curiosity, wonder and judgement. When she had left, the severe, thin 
parting between her hair was lined with crimson powder. Upon her return, it had all gone, 
leaving a barren valley of unanswered questions that the townsfolk were hesitant to venture 
into. In the first few weeks of her return, they all keep their distance. It was almost as if they 
believed that divorce was contagious and that any interaction with her would infect their 
own marriages.  

She was used to being regarded with suspicion. Her mother had died when she was very 
young, so the women in her small town had decided it was their responsibility to make sure 
she grew to be a well-rounded woman. She had listened patiently to their opinions when she 
was young but as she grew older, she became increasingly wary of their concern. 

When she was just a little girl, she had watched a movie at the local theatre. It was really just 
a room with seven wooden benches, a projector and a dirty white cloth draped on the front 
wall like a makeshift screen. She had watched a beautiful lady swaying and twirling in tune to 
the music and she was mesmerized. She was determined to learn how to dance. She would 
sing loudly, stretch in the veranda and skip on the road to school. She tried to coax Miss 
Nandita, her schoolteacher, to let her perform at the annual talent show. Unfortunately, her 
love of dance wasn’t appreciated by her teacher and the townsfolk. 

“It isn’t an artistic craft or even an acceptable hobby.”

“It reeks of sensuality and narcissism.”

It would make everyone take notice of her. And girls her age weren’t meant to be looked at, 
she was told sternly by her teacher. Their disapproving glares held her transfixed, like a deer in 
headlights, immobilizing her.  

The only person who rarely voiced his opinion was, ironically, the only person who truly 
mattered - her loving, wise mathematician father. Murthy was gentle and soft-spoken, each 
word it seemed was uttered only after careful calculation. He gave his only daughter 
everything she needed, including a suitable education in English and home-cooked meals 
with ingredients measured with utmost precision. His preoccupation with work and household 
chores left him with barely any time to spend with his little girl. The only moments they shared 
together were in the warmth of twilight and the dim glow of the television. They would share 
a plate of cut fruit with a sprinkling of salt, pepper and chilli powder as they watched the news 
together each evening on an old television set that was just a little bigger than a square 
clock. Some nights, especially when it rained, Murthy would have to bang hard on the top of 
the television set to get the picture to return to perfect clarity. This was the only time she 
witnessed any sort of heightened reaction from him at all. Theirs is a complex relationship - 
one where a deep love was tangible but never expressed. 

33



Without a sibling or parents to engage in casual banter, she grew up a lonely child. Her friends 
were few and even those she did make, she couldn’t hold on to. While her father pored over 
equations and calculus, her nose was most often stuck in a book or up in the clouds. She was 
very content on her own and didn’t need a companion or a marriage to feel complete. 
Years later, she would find that this was a sign of maturity. But when she was growing up, she 
was told repeatedly that she was reclusive, an odd creature and would be a misfit in society. 

When she was married and finally moved to a big city, she was looking forward to the 
freedom from her inconspicuous town and its way of thinking. She was hoping to discover an 
extroverted personality, a gregarious laughter, an infectious energy that would make her feel 
at home in the world. She imitated people that she met, emulated their mannerisms but at 
the end of an evening of pretending, she would feel utterly depleted and retreat into 
sadness. This confused and infuriated her new husband. He was an accountant, but with the 
confidence of a psychiatrist, he made multiple diagnoses - told her she was 
attention-seeking, suffered from bipolar disorder and finally in exasperation told her that she 
was just ‘too much to for him to handle’. She left when the whip of his tongue led to lashing 
on her skin. Her exposure to a bigger world and another person left her so claustrophobic that 
she ached for her small town where she felt safe. 

When she had left her town, she was like an autumn leaf that fell in tune to the season. Girls 
her age were meant to marry and leave at a certain age. So she did. She didn’t make a 
sound and no one noticed that she had gone. But now that she was back, she was impossible 
to ignore - as strange as snow in a desert. There were uncovered manholes, rats on the street 
and frequent power outages but Divya’s divorced state was the first thing they sought to 
address.  She had no interest in a second attempt at playing wife. But the women of the town 
were undeterred by her lack of enthusiasm. 

Rumours were cooking and the aroma was everywhere. It drove the older women of the 
town into a frenzy. It wasn’t long before they got together to devise a solution. If divorce really 
was an illness, they wouldn’t waste time with complicated medication and a drawn-out 
recovery period, lest it spread. They would simply slap a band-aid over it and that would be 
it. This band-aid would take the form of Anand, a widower with a five-year-old daughter. Poor 
unsuspecting Anand was a skilled carpenter and clearly had a vacancy in the typical family 
unit that she could fill. With the desperate need for a wife and stepmother to his daughter, the 
collective of women was insistent that he would be willing to graft her into his family. 

“Anand has agreed to meet you at the local bakery for coffee”, they announced 
triumphantly, one day.

“What did you tell him about me?” she asked.

“That you’re young, slim, and a decent cook.” they replied, confidently.

“And that I’m divorced?” she prodded.
“Now, why would we go and ruin everything by saying that? We don’t want him to refuse to 
meet you!” they stated, without the slightest trace of guilt.

“Why would he? His wife is dead - he’s unmarried again, he’ll understand.” she retorted.

“It’s different.” Divya was told plainly.

“Why?” she asked, her every vein pulsating angrily.
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“Because, in his case, he didn’t choose to be single.” they spat.  

They arrived each Saturday to present her with assorted homemade oils and creams for her 
skin and hair, promising that it would make her appear fairer, younger and more radiant. As if 
their blemish-correcting properties would render her completely flawless, obliterating the fact 
that she was a young twenty-something divorcee. Divya didn’t understand why this was so 
important to them. Did they genuinely want her to find love and be happy? Perhaps 
remaining single set a bad precedent for their daughters? Maybe this reflected negatively on 
the town, at large? She took their gifts and promptly stored them with all these niggling doubts 
she had - right at the dark lower shelf of her cupboard. 

There was only one boy in town that she really fancied. She had loved him since she was a 
young girl of 15. The first time she saw him, he was teaching a few younger boys to play 
cricket with writing pads instead of bats on the road outside their school. Her stomach had 
flipped like a chapati on a pan. She was a bit disappointed when she found out that he was 
happily married now - she had seen him riding his cycle into town and he’d nodded to 
acknowledge that he noticed her. He still had the same effect on her stomach so she was 
relieved that he didn’t stop and make conversation. Of course, she couldn’t tell anyone 
about how she felt. She posed a big enough dilemma as it is. Moreover, his mother was the 
most enthusiastic member of the committee of women who were trying to solve her as if she 
were a problem.  

Murthy did not question her upon her return. He wore his concern in deep creases on his 
forehead but never once did he challenge her decision. The townswomen probed but 
Murthy staunchly deflected their criticism. Whether he doubted the quality of his parenting or 
was itching with curiosity, nobody knew. The family of two resumed their tradition of watching 
the evening news - Murthy gently swaying on his rickety old rocking chair with Divya at his 
feet, legs crossed and her fingers deftly slicing raw green mangoes. The affairs of the world 
played out loudly on the screen and their own stayed obediently in the corner.

***

To escape all the unwanted attention she was regularly subjected to, she got a job as a teller 
at an agricultural bank in the neighbouring town. She rode a crowded bus that always tilted 
dangerously to the left because of the unequally distributed weight. She got off at the local 
train station and took the local train each morning to work - it took her 11 minutes to travel 25 
kilometres. She saw a set of men all squatting in a row, every day at precisely 8:14 am as she 
passed the riverbank, with their patterned lungis lifted over to cover their heads, exposing 
coal-coloured buttocks. They had just enough shame to conceal their identity, but evidently 
not enough to stop them from defecating in public. Divya had always wondered about this 
culture of shame. Why women revealed stretch mark streaked navels and smooth waists in 
their saris but a perfectly fitted salwar kameez that hugged her curves or a stray bra strap was 
considered criminal. Why they cared so deeply about orphans and widows, but the divorced 
were treated like sinners. 

She came home early from work one evening and to her surprise, saw two chairs in front of 
the television. One of them had a little bun like a rabbit’s cottontail peeking over the top. She 
heard their murmuring abruptly come to a stop. Her father had company? He usually never 
had people over, except for the occasional troupe of little children who came for 
after-school mathematics lessons. But it wasn’t exam season yet. She hung her bag delicately 
on the nail behind the door and walked into the room where the pair were still seated quietly 
as if they were bracing themselves for a punishment at the hands of their parents. She walked 
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 right to the front of the room and was shocked to find an aged, but still stunning Miss Nandita, 
looking back at her nervously. Her father looked extremely uncomfortable. 

“Miss Nandita came over to watch TV.” he stuttered as he attempted to offer an explanation. 

“Yes,” she nodded eagerly. 

“So nice to see you after such a long time, Divya” she added. 

Divya smiled at her. 

“You too, Miss. Would you both like some chilled buttermilk?” she asked. 

They nodded, easing up a little. Divya walked off to the kitchen to prepare some for the two 
of them. Maybe love would find its way to her one day. It would come dancing in, 
unexpected, as Miss Nandita had for her father. She did a little pirouette after she stirred the 
salt into their drinks. Nobody could stop her now.   

She went back to the hall and sat at her father’s feet with her own glass of buttermilk and a 
plate of sliced fruit. Hope rose in her like a fluffy white rice cake. Murthy paused his rocking to 
get up and whack the television. Divya held her hand up to stop him. 

‘I’ll do it, Pa.’ she said. 

She shoved a piece of guava into her mouth with one hand and with the other clenched in 
a fist, she gave the television a loud thump. Startled, it snapped back into focus. Murthy 
leaned back into his chair, Miss Nandita smiled and Divya sat down again. This was her home. 
It was okay to be broken here. In time, it would all be clear again.
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WESTWARDS
Short Story by Hina Naela
Illustration by Dhanashree Pimputkar

A gentle breeze blew across the rooftop, ruffling my hair. I hopped on to the boundary and 
swung my legs to the other side. My feet dangled twenty stories above the streets. I 
embraced the adrenaline rush. This building was the tallest in town, which gave me the 
opportunity to watch the sun set over the horizon, and city-lights twinkle into existence without 
any grey structure blocking my view. 

I had lived in Semira for twenty-two years, and was considerably attached to the town. It was 
almost perfect for post-retirement settlement. It was home to a beautiful park, ideal for a 
rendezvous. There was a Public Library, run by a seventy-year-old gentleman who kept a 
separate recommendation list for avid readers, so they could discover new books. If there 
was anyone who tainted the warm temperament of the town, it was the family that lived in a 
small, blue house on Walter Street: a married couple and their daughter. The parents were 
cold, rigid and controlling, too traditional in their understanding of the world. Laughter was 
amiss within the blue abode and tension a constant. 

I was their daughter. 

I had not stepped out of the house till age six. Upon succumbing to social pressure, my 
parents enrolled me into school. It dawned on me that my peers’ parents were nothing like 
my own. The six hours spent in school, six days a week, were an escape from what I had come 
to understand was a strict, inhuman lifestyle. Had the school not allowed older students to 
travel to the Public Library during Recess, I would never have been introduced to books. 

Initially, I tried to make my parents see reason. I believed I could assist them transition into a 
new lifestyle. I failed. 
My cultural education is the result of my mates’ attempts at preventing my transformation into 
my parents. I was careful to not let what I learnt at school, be visible at home. My parents 
believed they were raising their child right. 

The misunderstanding cleared away, when, after finishing school, I asked them if I could 
pursue a degree in Journalism. If the School Principal had not feigned how significant college 
education would be for marrying into a decent family, for my sake, my parents would never 
have agreed.

Now that the last semester of college had begun, my anxiety about my future, under their 
reign, had reached unbearable levels. I wanted to leave and go someplace they couldn’t 
watch me. When I expressed this subtly, it was not received well. 

I wiped away a tear. My heart felt heavy, and my shoulders slumped. I wanted to scream. 
“May I join you?” I would have been startled into falling off the building, had I not expected 
the arrival of the speaker. I nodded and a girl my age sat next to me, her wrongly-knotted 
blue sneakers almost touching my black sandals.

After a moment of silence, she asked, “Shazia, what did he say?” I studied her. Even in the 
twilight, I could easily make out the startling green eyes that had caught my attention at the 
Public Library. The worry and love in her gaze made me ache. Looking back at the cars 
whizzing past each other, I said, “He said he’d buy iron chains and lock me in my room, if I 
objected to his plans for me.” 
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She did not say anything. She could always sense when someone wanted to vent and would 
not say anything until they were done. I loved her for this. I continued, “I couldn’t even bring 
myself to tell him that I wanted to go to New York, study some more and then, work for a 
newspaper. He wants me to actively search for an acceptable guy. The sooner I settle down, 
the sooner I will be able to grow accustomed to being a… homemaker. I would finally do 
them proud. After everything that I have achieved, starting a family will make him proud.”

I held back a sob. “I have dreams. I want to reach for the stars. I want to live a life where I do 
not need to beg my teachers and my friends to shield me from my parents. They keep holding 
me back. The cord is pulled taut.”

Fatima tapped her fingers against the cemented platform. “He feels powerful, when he holds 
the reins to your life. 

Emancipating you would mean losing the fuel to his ego. There are no right or wrong answers 
here. You need to ask yourself what is important to you.”

It required no thought. “Writing is important to me. You are important to me. But, how do I 
choose between what I want, and the ‘happiness’ of my parents?” 

“Babe, do you want to spend the rest of your life in control of the people whose happiness is 
not in yours? Don’t live your life for someone else. Live it for yourself. You’re too good to shoot 
down your dreams, because two individuals, any two individuals, do not agree with them.”

“What about Semira?” 

“Semira would understand. Your parents will not.” 

I knew she was right. But I did not know how to face them. I was afraid of what they might do 
to me. I leaned slightly, putting my head on her shoulder. “What if he tries to hurt me?” I felt 
Fatima stiffen. 

“Do you think I would let him?” 

We sat on the roof for a long time. Making up my mind, I raised my head and in one quick 
motion, got off the boundary wall, my boots landing softly on the rooftop gravel. “Will you 
help me plan it?” Fatima smiled. 

She jumped down, next to me and kissed me. The reassurance in the kiss revived me enough 
to go back home. “A few more days. A little more planning. We’ll run that way,” she pointed 
Westwards, “and keep running…”
“…till our dreams find a worthy home.”
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BROKEN WINGS
Short Story by Narisa Wahlang
Illustration by Manisha Naskar

With arms outstretched, Ashley lay on the lush green grass enjoying the warm winter sun and 
the soft chilly breeze that brushed against her face. She opened her crystal blue eyes and 
stared at the heavens watching the clouds lazily drift by, wondering if this was what life was 
all about. She was an imaginative, wild and adventurous child who could never comprehend 
why her entire family gave up their wings. Why her older brother who had made an oath 
never to give them up finally did. Curious with his decision, Ashley had questioned him time 
and again only to receive the same sentence repeated to her, “You will understand when 
you’re older.” 

It wasn’t just her family, her society constituted of wingless adults holding onto cherubs with 
beautiful angelic wings. Why anyone would want to give them up was something she could 
never fathom. In her twelve years of existence, she had met only one adult who still retained 
the wings he was born with. In her eyes, he was beyond beautiful. His feathers reflected the 
light from the sun giving them a golden sheen which caught Ashley’s breath away as she 
stared at him in awe.
 
The only thing the man had said to the girl who was so enamoured by him as he soared into 
the blue ether was, “Find yourself and run away as far as you possibly can if you want to keep 
your wings.” 

Those words stuck with her and ever since that encounter she pondered over them often. 
They were words a twelve-year-old didn’t understand but gave her an idea of the message 
he was trying to tell her. The future demanded a price and everybody had to pay for it 
willingly or not. They gave up their wings, what was she going to give up?

Ashley stood up from where she sat and stretched her wings to their full length while enjoying 
the view that spread below her. She took in a deep breath smelling the fresh grass and 
listening to the humming bees dance upon lilies. Ashley let out an exuberant yell as she 
sprinted down the hill and soared up into the sky. She let out a laugh as she flew past a 
startled dove and soared higher into the stratosphere and immediately folded her wings 
diving down towards the cerulean ocean. Her wings spread out just before she went under 
and she soared above the water enjoying the reflection she saw in it.
 
Giving up their freedom for a stable future was something Ashley considered as stupidity of 
the highest order. It was something she promised herself she would never do no matter what 
the situation was. Didn’t her parents miss this? Feeling the wind in their face, the adrenaline 
rush that came with it, touching the sky and diving through clouds. Did they even remember 
what it was like to be free?
 
Ashley flew over the horizon and eventually came to a stop when she landed in her 
overgrown backyard. She took off her soiled shoes at the threshold before calling out to her 
mother to let her know that she was finally home. The house she lived in was like any other 
ordinary house, big enough to fit a family of four. They weren’t rich but that never bothered 
her. Ashley had her wings and was content with that. She filled a glass tumbler up to the brim 
with water and gulped it down her parched throat.
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She turned around and found both her parents entering the kitchen room with sullen faces, a 
rolled-up document clutched in her father’s right hand. He turned to look at his fair wife once 
only to receive a slight nod of the head.

“Ashley this is for you, it’s something we were supposed to give you on your birthday but we 
just didn’t have the heart to.” Her father said as he handed the document over to his 
twelve-year-old daughter.

“What is it?” Ashley asked, placing the glass tumbler on the kitchen table before opening the 
sealed document. As her eyes skimmed through it, her heartbeat quickened while her brain 
tried to grasp its full purpose.

 “This document says that I have to sign this on the day I give up my wings and I have told you 
guys that that’s the last thing I would ever do!” Ashley yelled starring in disbelieve at her 
parents who stood there, neither of them saying a word.

Her mother who was dressed in her casuals stepped forward and placed her hand on 
Ashley’s shoulder. “On the day we turned twelve, we all got it and you’re getting yours now 
because we didn’t have the heart to give it to you on your birthday. Unfortunately, we have 
been ordered to give this to you whether we liked it or not.” She explained in a calm and 
collected voice while looking into her daughter’s bright eyes.

“Who ordered you to? Tell them to take it back because I’m never signing it!” Ashley thrust out 
the document back at her mother but she only shook her head.

“It’s yours now honey.” Her father added and continued, “I hate to be the one to tell you this 
but you might not even know when you sign the contract. You’ll just happen to look at it one 
day and find your signature on it.”
 
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Ashley asked in a quivering voice, her father’s words 
scaring her more than the document she held in her hand.

Her father sighed heavily as he pulled out a chair from underneath the kitchen table and sat 
on it. “You won’t know when it happens. You’ll be too busy living your life and making ends 
meet you won’t even realise the day you sign off your freedom.” He paused for a moment to 
look at his teary-eyed daughter and continued, “Your signature will appear on the document 
and they will come to collect your wings.”

***

I stared at the image that stood in the full-length mirror of my tiny room. Today my hair was a 
shade of blue, the next week maybe pink. It kept changing colours like a chameleon. Why 
did I keep changing my hair colour? It was my way of showing that I was still a dynamic 
person. With a towel wrapped around my lithe body, I turned around to observe my strong 
back. My eyes immediately shot to the scars that peaked out from the top.

I lowered the towel to my hips and looked at the two parallel longitudinal lines that started 
from my interscapular region and extended down to the edge of my ribs. A constant 
reminder of what I had lost. My father’s words came true sooner than later. Things took a toll 
on our family when my mother ended up diagnosed with breast cancer. My father and 
brother were constantly working while I was taking care of my mother, the house and making 
ends meet with school work coupled with the pressure of college applications.
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I never signed that document. All I remember is waking up one day with this odd feeling in my 
gut that I’d done something I’d regret for the rest of my life. I took one look at the contract 
and there at the bottom was my signature in red ink. I tried my best to get rid of it in every 
possible way I thought I could. I threw it in the trash can, used a shredder, even set it ablaze. 
But nothing worked. The next morning I would find it lying on top of my study table unmarred.

They came to take my wings away and there was nothing I could do to stop it. I trashed 
around like a wild beast as they held my hands and feet while I tried my best to resist the 
manpower that held me down. Eventually, my vision blurred and darkened when they 
plunged a syringe filled with translucent liquid into my left thigh.
 
I woke up twelve hours later with an excruciating pain radiating all over my back. I was lying 
face down on my bed with bandages wrapped around me like a mummy while I cried my 
eyes out finally realising what they’d done to me. I couldn’t move for days and had to rely on 
pain killers just to get out of the bed.

My father said I could get back my freedom by living life the way I wanted to. But deep down 
I knew that things were never going to be the same. The innocence, the ignorance, the 
absent responsibilities, the unburdened backs, I had lost it all. Life demanded it and I had 
given it all up.
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A FISH TALE
Short Story by Nayanathara S
Illustration by Manisha Naskar

It was pouring outside. The Kanikonna and Sandalwood stood intertwined, in warm embrace, 
one shielding the other from the furious rain. The cows Lekshmi and Meenakshi took shelter 
under the old Jackfruit tree. Since morning, they had been sumptuously feasting upon the 
lush grass that had invaded the backyard with a fierce gusto.  Puddles were keenly waiting to 
transform into serpentine rivers.

Meanwhile, catastrophic images flashed across the T.V. screen. There was mayhem and 
devastation all around due to heavy rains- giant uprooted trees, houses in shambles, rescue 
workers making their way through the wreckage, a man anxiously searching for the remains 
of his child among the debris...

 A pale-faced man in a raincoat, with a microphone in his hand, screamed at the top of his 
voice. Another barrage of images struck the screen again. The apocalyptic scene ensued.

‘Ammu, where are you? Stay indoors with Ammamma. Don’t go out.’

‘Amma, I am here with Ammamma. We are watching TV.’

‘Okay, dear.’

Devi hated to be disturbed while she was in the kitchen. If by chance anyone stumbled upon 
her territory, she would launch into a tirade of complaints; this could be anything, right from a 
leaking pipe, a broken tile or the price of chappati atta to the apparent haughtiness of the 
lady next door.

‘Oh my God! Not again. I am totally fed up with this place. Is anyone listening?’

‘What happened, Devi? Stop yelling! You vocal cord will fall to pieces.’ 

Kousalyakutty Amma, Devi’s mother, was a charismatic and confident woman in her early 
seventies.  She was the heartthrob of the children in the neighbourhood and the best 
storyteller in the town. She used to tell them the stories of eternal love and valour and they 
absolutely adored her. A no-nonsense woman, she was the only person in the big, wide world 
who could offer consolation to Devi, however distressing the situation was. As Ammu always 
said, Ammamma was a woman of magic; she smelt like lime pickle, old books, Night jasmine 
and all the beautiful things in life.

‘Amma, look at this. There’s a leak in the ceiling and water is seeping through the crevices. 
How many times have I told Sreedhar to get this plugged? Anyway, he doesn’t have time for 
his family. By tomorrow, the kitchen will be flooded. The rain is messing with all my plans. I can’t 
even go out to get vegetables. Nobody ever listens to me.  I can’t spend my entire life 
cleaning this place...’

‘You are driving me nuts. Do you want the neighbours to know what’s going on in this house? 
We’ll find a way out. Let me see if I can get the number of a local mechanic. Call him up, and 
get things fixed. Period.’
‘Devi, this is what Kali Yuga looks like. Floods, storms, tsunamis...the ancients were probably 
right. The planet is dying.’ Every month, Kousalyakutty shouted out her prophecies to a world 
that never cared to listen to her. 
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‘Ammamma, are we all going to die?’ A shadow of doubt and fear crossed Ammu’s face.   

***
                                                                         
Outside, the rain gathered strength every passing minute; heavy gusts of wind lashed out at 
the coconut trees which were frantically holding onto their roots. The plantains knelt on the 
ground out of fear and veneration for an invisible God. Electric lines oscillated from pole to 
pole unmindful of their fates.

‘Ammamma, come here. There’s something I want to show you. It’s a fish...come on, let’s put 
it in a bowl.’ Ammu squealed excitedly.

The floods had brought in an unexpected guest. A small fish, akin to a sardine, darted 
restlessly in a pool of muddy water. Perhaps, it had lost its way home. Was it desperate to 
return to its humble dwelling in the canal nearby? If it were Ammu, she would have traded all 
her Barbie dolls and sketch pens for this new-found slice of freedom.

Anyway, perceiving the gravity of the situation, Ammu instantly swung into action. She 
decided to build a makeshift home for the little creature. And within a few minutes, the big 
crystal bowl, which Devi had bought from an exhibition, became its watery abode. 
Thankfully, Devi was far too occupied to take heed of her daughter’s largeheartedness, or 
else this seemingly innocent act would have sparked a battle of ideas.

The fish gleefully swam around, scrutinizing every nook and corner of its carefully embellished 
home. And, needless to say, Ammu was on cloud nine. 

‘Ammamma, what if this tiny thing became a big fish, like the one you told me about 
yesterday? What if it could save the earth?’

‘Ammu, it was just a story... and stories need not always be true. You should always take them 
with a grain of salt. By the way, we are not going to die so soon, my child. Not yet’

***

That night, a giant fish with green eyes dived into her dreams – one that was big enough to 
swallow the world, perhaps the whole universe itself.  The fish grew and grew until it stretched 
beyond the horizons. All around her was water; here, there, everywhere. The Sun stealthily hid 
behind the clouds and darkness crept in. Helpless cries resounded through the shores. Despair 
shrouded the hearts of men, and chaos reigned.  The deluge devoured everything in its wake; 
nothing remained, not even the faintest shadow of hope. 
Somewhere, far from this madness, Amma and Ammamma desperately tried to latch a boat 
onto something powerful and massive. Was it a tusk or a horn? Yes, it was a horn, precisely. 

However, strangely enough, it didn’t seem to have a beginning or an end.  The sea lit up with 
a fiery brilliance, and the boat tied to the gigantic horn bobbed up and down, crashing 
against the waves...

The faint morning rays peeped through the windows, but the world was still drenched in 
darkness. An occasional call of a Koel or the crowing of a rooster shook up the silence that 
pervaded the streets. The lazy rain-soaked trees hummed songs of melancholy and went to 
sleep, not yet keen on welcoming a new day.
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Devi was already in the kitchen, preparing a breakfast of dosas and coconut chutney.  She 
was an early-riser; seasons didn’t matter to her.  The only things that were of any 
consequence to her were her family and her work in the tailoring unit.

Finally, when Ammu woke up at eight, she was still caught in a haze, and the first thing she did 
was to check on the little guest who had paid them a visit the other day. She scanned the jar 
and its petite inhabitant twice to ensure that everything is as it should be. 

However, later in the day, something strange happened which would have left anyone at a 
loss for words. Unfortunately, the incident went unnoticed.  

The waters glittered, mammoth bubbles rose up, and in a matter of seconds, a sharp, 
sword-like protrusion sprouted on the head of the fish. The jar cracked into a million odd 
pieces without the least noise and the little being disappeared into thin air, never to be seen 
again. 

When Ammu returned from school, she was heartbroken. She cried until a pool of tears 
formed at her feet. To this day, Ammu thinks her Amma had thrown the bottle away in a fit of 
temper. She even argued ceaselessly with her mother for a couple of days. However, 
thankfully, things got back to normal as soon as she made friends with the neighbour’s blue 
eyed kitten. 

As for the dream, the only thing she could recall with precision were the big green eyes. Eyes 
that radiated beauty, light and hope. Eyes that were not of this world.

Author’s Note: ‘The Fish’ is an attempt to portray the attitudinal differences in a family of three 
women (Grandmother, Mother and Daughter) in Kerala as they come face-to-face with the 
cataclysmic floods. The daughter, Ammu, seems to be lost in a world of her own; somehow, 
she believes that a big fish with green eyes and a massive horn would save her family from the 
impending disaster. It also shows how the practical-minded elders try to cope with the 
sudden change when their routine lives are thrown out of gear.  The subject of Ammu’s 
dream is drawn from the story of the Matsya Avatar (Incarnation of Lord Vishnu as the Fish) in 
Hindu Mythology. Matsya is believed to have rescued Manu, the progenitor of humanity, and 
other earthly beings from a great deluge and is one of the first sapient beings to evolve on the 
Earth. The story blends myth, fantasy and reality and seeks to provide the reader a peek into 
the delightful imagination and sheer innocence of a child, who amidst all the chaos and 
pain, still retains the spark of hope and renewal in her heart.
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An old man holding a pink umbrella stood peering amicably at me. He was the only other 
person at the bus stop on that cold December evening. As we stood there waiting for our 
ride, the sky grew steadily darker revealing a carpet of stars. The deathly silence was only 
interrupted by the hissing of a kettle from a tea shop across the street. Inside, a weary-looking 
man stood sipping tea, awaiting his last customers for the day. 

“Where are you headed?” asked the man with the pink umbrella. 

“Kathgodam. How about you?”

“I am going to Kashipur. Say, the next bus is at eight. How about chai?”

I looked at my watch - 7. 15. It is impossible to turn down an invitation for hot chai on a chilly 
day. 

“Yes, why not!” I said. 

We crossed the empty lane and approached the tea shop. The man behind the stove 
welcomed us with a warm smile. 

“Black or masala?” he asked.

“Masala with an extra dash of pepper,” announced the old man with childlike excitement, 
“and an omelette please. What will you have?”

“Masala chai. This was a good idea. It is warm in here.” We sat on a rickety old bench in a 
corner. 
“I’m Bijoy. Do the buses here run on time?” 

“Mostly. What brings you to Kumaon, Bijoy?”

“I study in Dehradun. I’m on my way to my aunt's house now. Are you from here?”

“Oh yes! I’ve been here all my life. I am from Ramnagar.”

The chai wala brought my order. He picked up a rusty sugar cup from an adjacent table and 
placed it next to my tea.

“What about my chai and omelette?” asked the old man. But the chai wala stood staring at 
me for a couple of seconds, scratched his head, turned around, and returned to his spot 
behind the stove.

“You know,” continued the old man, “It is not safe for young people to be out at this hour. 
Hasn’t anybody warned you?”

“Are there robbers around here?” I asked anxiously. “In any case I am a poor student from 
Berthampore. A crook couldn’t get more than twenty-five rupees from me on a good day!” I 
laughed nervously and added, “Moreover I’ve heard that people from the hills are honest.”

THE PINK UMBRELLA
Short Story by Kirthika Vijayakumar
Illustration by Manisha Naskar
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“Perhaps! But ghosts on the hills may not be as kind.” My throat went dry. “Ghosts?” I asked, 
almost a whisper. “Have you seen one?”
The old man smiled. “Don’t worry beta. I shall protect you today. But remember not to venture 
out after sunset again.”

“But have you seen a ghost?” I persisted.

“Let me tell you a story,” he began. “I was nineteen years old when my father died in the 
quarry over the hills.” He pointed vaguely in the direction of the mountains. “The quarry owner 
was a good man. He took pity on my family and offered me a job as his lorry driver. I had to 
drive to the site on top of the mountain, collect a fresh load of granite and deliver it at the 
godown downhill before dawn everyday.”

“That sounds like a difficult, dangerous job for a young boy,” I said empathetically. 

“Maybe. But I was young, adventurous, and needed the money. So I didn’t mind. I used to 
wake up at two in the morning, drive up and down in the piercing cold. It was on one such 
trip that it happened,” he paused.

“I had collected the load and was headed to the godown. It was unusually dark for 4 am. As 
I took a turn, I noticed a little girl with a bright pink umbrella standing alone. I slowed down 
and asked her if she needed a lift. She thanked me and hopped in.”

‘Thank you, you’re kind,’ she said in a gentle voice. ‘It is my birthday today. Can you drop me 
off at Kashipur? I’ll be grateful.’

‘Of course. Happy birthday little one! But how did you get here? And what are you doing 
alone at this hour?’

‘I used to live here with my grandmother. Everyday I woke up early to pluck some wild 
lemongrass for her morning tea. Grandma loves lemongrass. Yesterday as usual, I gathered 
some fresh lemongrass and was crossing the road when a young boy in a lorry ran me over 
and I died.

‘I want to say goodbye to my mother in Kashipur. She'll be expecting me, since it is my 
birthday. But I’ve only been dead for a day so I don’t know how to carry myself there. Thank 
you for taking me.’

“A chill ran down my spine. Mine was the only lorry that went in that route at that hour. I had 
killed that little girl! And now I was carrying her ghost in my lorry. I didn’t speak a word after 
that and drove as fast as I could. As we neared Kashipur, the apparition gave me one final 
smile and flew out of the window, right in front of my eyes! Then I noticed that she’d left the 
pink umbrella behind. For some reason I grew attached to it and have had it with me for a 
hundred and ten years. Phew! Time goes by so quickly.”

“I’m going to check on that chai,” the old man rose from his seat and walked away.

“Everytime I ask for chai you disappoint me,” he chided the chai wala who kept looking past 
him, as though he didn’t exist. It was freezing, yet, big beads of sweat formed and began to 
drip down my brow. Just then, I heard the approaching bus. I sprang up and ran towards it, 
without thinking, without turning back. The bus took off into the night. My heart was still racing 
but I felt relieved. Could I have imagined it all? As I sat by a window clutching the pink 
umbrella tightly in my hands, I heard a soft voice, “Uncle, that is my pink umbrella.”         
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THE WIFE'S LAMP
Short Story by Ayesha Ahmed
Illustration by Manisha Naskar

Kishen breathed out, dejected, as he sat in his veranda basking in the heavily fallen 
moonlight. Somewhere, in the distance, he could see the fireflies glittering. The lawn was 
overflown with the persistent cooing of a night bird perched on some branch of the banyan 
tree, perfectly hidden from the eyes of the onlooker. There were no clouds that night. The sky 
was inky blue with stars splattered all over it. Glowing in complete form, the moon seemed to 
be putting forth such melodious lullabies, that even the hardest of hearts could be drawn into 
sleep. At times, he could feel the soft breeze tingling on his bare neck, the way a new learner 
plays on the keys of a piano, cautiously, with utmost care.

It had been past midnight. Lying on the bed, while his mind betrayed all rationality, he waited 
for sleep to illuminate his land of dreams but when it had not, he had decided to go out in the 
veranda. The loneliness of his room grieved him to such an extent that the company of Dame 
Nature then, had seemed like a blessing. He indulged himself in appreciating the beauty that 
night, praising The Almighty for His surreal creations that find their place in every human heart. 
He praised Him more than he usually does, for lack of anything better at hand. Soon, the night 
bird retired to repose and left the lawn drowned in silence. In an attempt to fill the vacancy, 
he began humming a tune he had heard on the radio. Only after a couple of lines he 
stopped. His crackling voice appeared to be interfering with the harmonious chords of 
Nature. 

In the niche, the old bronze lamp flickered and went out. The oil in it had finished. At the time 
of their wedding, his wife had received this beautifully carved bronze lamp in her dowry. It 
seemed that it was her most prized possession. She fiercely guarded its bright flame, religiously 
replaced the oil in it, rubbed it with polish twice a week to maintain its sheen. However, this 
new darkness blended with his temperament in such an astonishing way that he absolutely 
made no effort to light the lamp again. In this darkness, he pictured himself with his beloved 
wife. In the days soon after their matrimony, she would clad herself in her floral night gown 
and after dinner, they would stroll in this very lawn, hand in hand. Sometimes, they would 
even fall asleep on the dewy grass after a long, engrossing conversation. She would ruffle his 
hair with her soft fingers with pensive affection in her eyes which always left him 
overwhelmed. He remembered how she always neatly tied her long hair before joining him at 
his side on the bed, how she would smile when he couldn’t find his things in the morning, how 
well she knew the verses of the Holy Book, how she smelled of curry and spices after a long 
day in the kitchen, how she would always wait for him to come home. She had always been 
a peculiar woman; strange and at the same time special in her own ways. 

That year, the monsoon had been merciless. Brahmaputra overflowed its banks with a 
monstrous animation, swallowing everything that came in its way. The floods left in their wake 
a string of infectious diseases. The local doctors had given her a weeks’ time to live after she 
was diagnosed with pneumonia. It was severely acute, they had said. Soon after the 
diagnosis, he had lost her forever.

He twitched, turned to the other side and glanced for long at the bronze lamp. Once upon 
a time, the lamp had bosomed the fire that burnt so bright like their love. Now, the fire was 
dead and his heart was empty.  He tried several things in several ways, but none of it could 
take away the pain that she had left behind for him. The Almighty knows the longing that 
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strains his heart on nights like these when everything around reminds him of her. With heavy 
eyelids, Kishen curled up on the floor and soon, the thin veil of oblivion fell upon his senses. 

As if on cue, a wisp of cool breeze rose from the undergrowth, rustled among the banyan 
leaves playfully and shook the hibiscus flowers as if kissing them goodnight. Then it sauntered 
leisurely across the lawn, at a strolling pace, towards where Kishen lay. On reaching him, 
funnily enough, it seemed to pause for a passing moment, holding still. Then delicately, 
affectionately, it blew all over him. In that moment, extraordinarily, the empty lamp in the 
niche of the corridor suddenly lit up again, the flame in it shining like an infinitesimal sun. The 
breeze, with its soft fingers ruffled Kishen’s hair, tingled on his bare neck and quickly retreated 
to nest itself among the leaves of the banyan tree once again. The slight activity awoke the 
night bird. It adjusted its feathers and drowsily cooed one last time. The moon covered itself 
like a shroud among translucent clouds and poor Kishen, oblivious to everything that had just 
taken place, remained fast asleep. 
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I don’t expect anyone else to understand how the voices speak to me. 

How they are born out of silence, seeping into thin air like a shadow, licking away at my skin 
like decay attending to a corpse. How they trickle into my ears and slowly intrude into my 
veins, twitching at the back of my neck before tingling their way deeper. How they break into 
thread-like tendrils creeping into my skull. How I’m transfixed in mute horror while they speak 
to me. 

We’ll go away if you make them scream, they whisper.

***
Take it one at a time, the mayor told himself.

He signed the writ, and passed it along to his attendant. Then he looked down at the 
red-faced beefy merchant who was still scowling in the dock.

“Benjamin of House Gilbert, I have been presented with substantial proof against you to 
support the baker's protest. This - ” the mayor said, as he held up a parchment for inspection, 
“states that you took fifty gold coins from the baker a fortnight ago, and promised him these 
-” he paused and held up another yellow parchment, “- supplies within the week. Do you 
disagree, Benjamin?"

The merchant shook his head. The mayor continued speaking.

"This parchment, sealed with your blood, also states that in accordance with our laws, you are 
obligated to return the money in the event of any discrepancy regarding the order's contents 
or the time of delivery. Do you disagree, Benjamin?" 

For the second time, the mayor peered down through his spectacles at the man in the dock, 
waiting for a response but not truly expecting one.

The merchant seemed to have something to say now, he was shifting uncomfortably. Twice 
he opened his mouth and twice he closed it. In the end, he just shook his head again.

“You took the poor baker’s hard earned money and gave him nothing. And when he came 
to you on the day after the festival, his wife tells me you had him thrashed and thrown out. Do 
you disagree, Benjamin?”

The merchant, still scowling, shook his head for the third time as a short skinny man in 
bandages seated at the far end of the hall looked on in anticipation.

“You’re a fat, heartless, miserly fool, Benjamin of House Gilbert, and within two days you’ll pay 
the good baker seventy gold coins for his losses. Within two days, mind you, or the guards will 
ensure you suffer a few broken bones, too.” 

Benjamin, still scowling, nodded again while the baker rose and bowed before turning to 
leave, satisfied. The mayor absentmindedly waved them away.

SILENCE
Short Story by Sriharsh Bhyravajjula
Illustration by Manisha Naskar
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"Give that man his writs, Delfus," he told his attendant.

"Yes, my Lord."

"Next!" the mayor called, a little weary from the day's proceedings. 

Petty thefts, domestic quarrels, a man who'd accused his neighbour of stealing his goat - the 
mayor was fed up with Sunday court. He had better things to do for his town than playing 
judge: there was the trade of the cobbled highway coming up soon and he needed the 
favour of a mir-hasen.. Sometimes, he wondered why he'd never left Halgyre, why he'd 
chosen not to move out of this anonymous village in the middle of nowhere, a settlement just 
shy of five hundred strong. He could have packed up and left for the bigger cities of Asnodell, 
perhaps even to Kven Fojar. He could have plied his trade there instead of suffering through 
the banalities of this ghost town. 

For now, however, he was the judge and jury here and the ghosts looked to him for order in 
their chaos. He leaned back upon his high backed velvet chair, and took a deep breath. 
Then he remembered who the next man was, and immediately sat upright again. This would 
require attention.

"Call in the murderer, Delfus" he told his attendant.

He would take it one at a time.

***
The inn was very quiet yesterday. 

No crackling of a fireplace, no rattle of dishes, no clinking of glasses, no gossip of low voices.  
I called for the innkeep and tried to explain. You need to make the silence go away, I told 
him. He said he didn't understand, and that he couldn’t afford a bard in these times. I told him 
that if he didn’t make the silence go away, the voices would return.  He looked at my 
knuckles, bruised and calloused, tapping away at the wood impatiently. 

Tap-tap-tap. Tap-tap-tap. 

The innkeep asked me where I was from, and I told him. His eyes widened, andI could feel the 
couple of men left in the inn turn to stare at me. The innkeep came closer, speaking softly so 
only I could listen. Leave, he said. More silence - and that was when I heard the voices again.  

Remember the night when you found that stray pup? The voices ask softly.

Yes, I reply.

I remember that my father was drunk again, frolicking with another whore in the barn. I was 
sitting by the fireplace looking into the pup’s wide, pitiful eyes, trying not to listen. I remember 
how hot the poker was when I pulled it out of the flames, and how the pup whimpered and 
backed away from the heat. I remember the sizzle of iron against fur and flesh, and I 
remember how the pup leaped away and started howling. 

Why did you do that, boy? They ask.

I did that because all I had to do to keep you away after that night was raise a rod to the 
mutt’s face, and he would start howling again. 
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Yesss, the voices whispered, almost in glee. 

That dog was the closest thing I had to a friend - someone to keep them all away. I thought 
of those innocent eyes while I listened to the innkeeper’s words. 

Don’t you want to see if he can howl, too? 

So I grabbed the knife off my own plate and stabbed him between the ribs. He winced in 
shock, watching the bloody steel sticking out of his shirt in disbelief. Then the pain hit him, and 
he started screaming beautifully. 

***
The mayor watched them leave quietly; the baker and his family, the fat beefy merchant and 
his lackey. And as soon as the merchant departed through the door, a set of guards walked 
in with a chained prisoner in tow. The mayor could sense a sudden tension grip the air and 
feel the small audience in the stands straighten up from their stupor. A man near the door 
suddenly stood up and started yelling at the prisoner, but the mayor lifted his hand for silence. 
The mutterings stopped, and the hall turned quiet as death.

The prisoner was a short wiry man with a thin moustache and a limp. His knuckles were 
unusually calloused and worn out, and there were scars all over his body. He had his head 
down, and was struggling to keep up with the guards around him, dragging his left leg along. 
The procession covered the brief length of the hall, and then one of the guards, a 
ginger-moustached man in a blue cloak, pushed the prisoner roughly into a chair in front of 
the dais. The prisoner fidgeted uncomfortably, and then looked up at the mayor. He had a 
fair, expressionless face, and a long crooked nose. His eyes were swollen, and his face was 
marked with fresh bruises. The prisoner was still a young man, but the guards had not been 
kind to him.

For a while nobody spoke. This was the first time most of the men in the courtroom had seen 
the man in person; he had been only a rumour for the past few days. The mayor noticed the 
prisoner squirming uneasily. Suddenly, he started shaking his chains violently, and the crowd 
gasped in fear. 

Three of the guards grabbed him, and the fourth landed a deft blow to his head. The prisoner 
grimaced, and stopped fighting. The noises died away. Silence again.

The mayor watched him, trying to assess the situation. Surely the man wasn't contemplating 
escape? He had not stopped fidgeting though, and still looked very restless. The mayor 
wondered if it was remorse, fear or something more sinister. He decided that it did not matter. 
He started sifting through the papers in front of him. 

Take it one at a time, he told himself.

***
I did not wish for the innkeep to die. 

Why would I do that? I wanted him to stay alive so he could keep screaming, his anguish 
poetry to my ears. It was the farthest I had been from the voices since I had watched the 
dying mule bray itself to death by an abandoned well two fortnights ago. The trick is to not 
pull the knife out, because then they bleed and faint and the silence returns.

But there was a hand at my shoulder, yanking me away. The other men had rushed to the 



58
www.delhipoetryslam.com

innkeep’s rescue and I was hustled to the floor, angry blows raining down on me. Out of the 
corner of my eye, I saw some fool make the mistake of removing the blade and panic at the 
sight of blood. The screams grew fainter, and there was a fist to my jaw after which I blacked 
out. 

It was beautiful, wasn’t it?
***
The mayor paused at his papers and looked down at the prisoner in surprise, because the 
latter had suddenly started humming.

The mayor stared at the prisoner in outraged disbelief. Staring down at his own feet, he was 
unabashedly chanting The Old Hill and A Sun, his mellow voice echoing through a shocked 
chamber. But before anyone could react, the ginger-moustache guard grabbed the 
prisoner by the hair, yanked his head up, and drove his baton hard into the face. A dull thump 
and the prisoner was silent again. The mayor could see blood dripping from his mouth, and a 
few broken teeth. A servant handed him a rag. The prisoner shook his head and chuckled. 
The guard lifted his baton again, but was interrupted.

"That will do-" the mayor said," and you are?"

"Giovane of the Blue Cloaks, m'Lord."

"My dear man, you will await my word before you manhandle a prisoner next time, do you 
understand?"

The guard looked at him, puzzled. His moustache twitched in surprise.

“My Lord?”

“Tell me you understand, you buffoon!”

"Beg your pardon, m'Lord, I understand." the man bowed, " He keeps gettin' louder. He 'as 
been doin' that since we took him into custody, m'Lord. He won't shut up till we break 
somethin'. Nasty one, ‘im."

The mayor eyed the murderer with contempt. The man was showing no fear of pain and no 
remorse for his crime. The devil is a dancer, and the piper a madman. Behind the prisoner, the 
stands were getting loud again.

"Did the healer say he was sane, Delfus?" the mayor turned back and quietly asked. He 
couldn't afford to make a mistake.

"Yes, my Lord, here are his words - " Delfus said, as he handed out another parchment.. The 
mayor briefly ran his eyes over the yellow paper. He turned to the prisoner again.

"Do you understand, young man, that you have taken an innocent life?"

The murderer looked up. "Yes," he burbled, his mouth a mess. A bubble of blood burst at the 
corner of his lips. The low mutterings of the audience had now become a loud hum. Then he 
smiled, his blood-stained lips stretching wide in grotesque humour. “We wanted to hear him 
scream.”

The stands burst into a cacophony of protests, and a stone came hurling through and landed 
at the prisoner’s feet.  
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"Enough! " The mayor lifted his hand, and silence returned. 

The prisoner twisted back in his chair to take a look at the people behind him, a sea of hostile 
furious faces glaring back at him in silence.

"Let them shout, my Lord," he asked earnestly. "Please, let them howl."

The mayor did not understand. He did not want to. So be it, he thought to himself, making up 
his mind. "Lock him away," he told the guards, and then called for his attendant. "Make sure 
he's not kept with the other prisoners, Delfus. We don't want more trouble."  The attendant 
nodded and hurried away to meet the guards.

There was a sense of expectancy in the stands now. The mayor could sense it. They were all 
waiting for the verdict.
***
I feel uncomfortable in this makeshift prison.

The air is musty and reeks of apple cider, and the walls are damp and empty. I don’t think the 
old farmer who owns this house wanted me in his cellar, but the mayor seemed to think 
otherwise. Here, in the middle of nowhere, perhaps he thinks I’m harmless. But here, in the 
middle of nowhere, silence creeps up on me like a storm upon the sea, and the voices will 
soon climb aboard. 

You’ve been here long enough, boy, they whisper again. Are your fingers not tired of tapping 
at doors?

No, I tell them. Please, go away.  
Tap-tap-tap. Tap-tap-tap.

If you yell again, the ginger guard will come down and break your other arm, too. Do you 
really like the pain?

I am tired, I tell the voices. I am tired, and I want to die..

Soon you will, boy, when your neck breaks at the noose tomorrow. But tonight we are hungry. 
You know that, don’t you? 

The trapdoor at the back has a rusted lock and a missing screw, and the only tools I have are 
my wooden spoon and dinner plate. The wood is tough and the rim is sturdy, though. I think I 
could use it to undo the other three screws on the lock, before prying the metal apart from 
the door with the spoon. I must be quiet; the cook usually sleeps in the kitchen above me, and 
I know she keeps her window open at night. I saw her this morning when they were taking me 
down, chopping meat with a broad shiny knife. While they were hustling me down into the 
cellar, she looked at me with wide pitiful eyes, the poor old thing. She adds extra cheese to 
my breakfast, and second helpings of boiled peas. 

She speaks so softly, young one. It reminds us of a song. Don’t you wish to hear her sing?
 
I hope the cook is not sleeping in the kitchen tonight, because I know as they know - the 
guards are sloppy when they change shifts. They hang about on the porch and talk in loud 
bawdy voices. I’ll lock the door from the inside, so if they’re close to the kitchen and not too 
drunk tonight – 
Then yes, boy, they might get to hear her beautiful screams for hours. 



THE SNIP
Short Story by Aarushi Krishnan
Illustration by Manisha Naskar

Everyone in my tribe knows of The Snip. 

For the uninitiated, it is not much more than a cautionary tale to scare the young ones with- 
‘Eat your food or I’ll send you to get The Snip!’ When I was a child, my friends and I would 
tease each other with it- ‘The village grandma will get Snipped before you do!’ It was as real 
to us as ghosts or monsters were. 

But my idyllic childhood didn’t last forever, and as I grew, so did my motives and passions. I fell 
in love with the rich culture of my people, the way we put the community before ourselves. 
We were a small group, but we were mighty. I wanted nothing more than to devote my life to 
my people.  

We are very lucky people, but the fortune we have been blessed with is a double-edged 
sword. We are never short of produce, our land is fresh and green, and our animals are 
healthy. Our luck did not go unnoticed, however. Our neighboring tribes saw our prosperity, 
and as their jealousy grew so did their violence. Our tribe had to find a way to protect 
themselves. And thus was born the Accamarra.  

The Accamarra were the fiercest, most revered members of our tribe. They fought for us till 
their dying breath, and under their protection we could live in peace. They were my heroes.  

The seven months of preparation to become an Accamarran warrior were the worst of my 
life. I learnt how to detach mind from body, how to fight with anything from bows and arrows 
to my bare toes, how to think of myself as a grain of sand floating down an endless cosmic 
ocean. Finally, only after I was stripped raw of myself and my soul deemed worthy, did the 
Accamarra elders allow me to receive the Snip.  

Accamarran warriors were easily identifiable to both friend and foe, not just because of their 
physical prowess but because of their noses. After the months of training are complete, an 
Accamarran initiate becomes a true warrior after he survives the Snip. Shears are used to cut 
into the flesh of the initiates nose, just below bridge. The blades go deep enough to sever the 
nerve that lies underneath it.  

Though the practice has been going on for generations, my bride-to-be, Pey, had been the 
first to deduce to science behind it. The nerve was connected to the part of the brain that 
processes fear. After the nerve heals, the warriors literally become fearless. Their brains are 
unable to process fear the a regular person does. When our enemies see that telltale 
V-shaped scar on the bridge of the warriors' nose, they drop their spears and flee. They know 
that fighting the Accamarran is a fruitless battle. And today, after years and years of wait, I 
would finally instill that same fear in my enemies.  

I found Pey near the shores of the sea, as I had expected. She held me close, and I gratefully 
leant into the embrace. She smelt like home.  

“I don’t want you to do it,” Pey said tearfully. “It’s a cruel practice and if the elders had any 
mind they would put a stop to it. I would tell the Accamarran themselves, but of course they 
had to run away and hide as soon as you became an initiate.” I laughed, holding her closer. 

60
www.delhipoetryslam.com



61



It’s true that the Accamarran weren’t currently on the island, but that was because they had 
gone to find help to get us through the unexpected heat wave the island was facing. Soon, I 
told myself, I would be with them.  

“This is my destiny, Pey.” I kissed the tears off her cheeks. “I’ll see you soon.” 

The Ritual Hut was at the far corner of the village, right at the mouth of the jungle. I took in the 
sights of my home, thinking about how this might be the last time I ever saw the place I loved 
most. Many an initiate had been driven mad by the pain of the ritual and had killed 
themselves to stop the agony. I prayed that my training had strengthened me enough.  

The village elders had gathered at the ritual hut. They were chanting in low voices, reciting 
ancient prayers of strength and courage. Wordlessly, I took my place at the center of the 
room and closed my eyes. I heard a metallic clank, which meant that the Accamarran head 
warrior had picked up the ritual shears and was coating it with herbs. Not herbs that would 
lessen the pain, of course, but rather ones that would amplify them.  

The voices around me reached a crescendo as the shears were drawn open. I steadied 
myself. Whatever lay in front of me, I was ready.  

With a definitive Snip, the shears closed around my nose.  

Never again in my life would I complain of pain. An arrow to the head would hurt as much as 
a paper cut. I knew I would never encounter something as gut-wrenchingly unendurable as 
the inferno of agony that had erupted on my face.  

I fought to stay on my feet as the elders left the room, my breath coming out in ragged gasps. 
As soon as I heard the door close, I sunk into fetal position, my mind seeming to break into 
white-hot shards. As the nerve healed, initiates were supposed to use their time on meditation 
and self-reflection, and come out of the ritual with renewed strength. At this rate I didn’t know 
if I would even make it out alive.  

Time passed; how much of it I could not tell you. For seconds or hours or days, I was filled with 
all-consuming pain. I was lying on my back with closed eyes, trying to find the willpower not 
to kill myself, when the door opened. I sat up, momentarily startled out of my pain. The time 
of healing was an incredibly sacred moment in a warrior's life, and they were to have 
absolutely no contact with anyone else. The punishment to whoever disturbed me would be 
severe.  

I looked towards the door, blinking away tears of pain, and caught sight of some...thing. It 
had darted away as soon as I had set eyes on it, but I got a good enough glimpse to know 
that whatever it was, it was certainly not human. Long, hooked talons sprung forth from its 
deformed yellow body, black feathers spilling from its head like a crown.  

The simple exertion of lifting my head up had left me bone tired. I wanted nothing more than 
to lie back down on the floor and take a good long rest, but my conscience held me back. It 
was my duty to my people.  

I propped myself up on all fours. I tensed my muscles, trying to find the energy to get up, when 
something hot, blisteringly hot, came raining down on my back.  

I craned my neck up, just in time to see a burning log about to fall right onto my skull. Without 
my months of training I would have been flattened into pulp. As it was, I just managed to 
throw myself to the side as it came crashing to the floor.  
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My mind was in shambles as I pulled myself up. The creature, whatever it was, clearly 
possessed some sort of intelligence. A wild animal wouldn’t have the capacity to set a hut on 
fire.  

With shaking legs, I stumbled out of the burning hut. The nerve clearly hadn’t healed yet; 
along with a pounding headache, the corners of my eyesight was tinged with red, as if blood 
was seeping into my sockets. I vowed to get message to the Accamarran if it took everything 
I had in me.  

Then my heart sank as I realized there were no Accamarran on the island. With all of them 
gone to find help from the heatwave, I was the only thing standing in the way of the monster.  

My heart pounding in a very un-warriorlike way as I scanned around me. The afternoon sun 
was pounding down on me, and the searing heat paired with my failing vision meant I could 
barely see three feet ahead of me. My gut twisted. I could not let me people down.  

Then, as I turned around, I saw a bright yellow flash amongst the green of the jungle trees. The 
creature was standing stock still, staring straight at me. With no weapon and no plan, I went 
to it.  

As I limped into the jungle my mind was whirling with questions. Was this what the 
Accamarran were actually protecting us from all along? Could all this really have been 
happening right before my eyes? How could I have been so blind? 

The creature made no attempt to run as I came closer. Then, when I was just a few breaths 
away, it bent down. Seizing my chance, I leapt forwards. Just as I was about to grab at it, it 
threw something hard and pointed straight into my face.  

I was driven to my knees. The impact had reopened the semi-healed nerve, and fresh, hot 
pain was rained down on me in unending waves. My mind went blank, all my thoughts turned 
into a single bloodless scream.  

I might have stayed there forever, died there, if I didn’t hear the wail. It was the creature. I 
turned around just in time to see it hit it fall.  

With no strength left to walk, I dragged myself over to its limp body. It had tripped on the thick 
forest undergrowth and was lying limply. It seemed to be a daze, murmuring to itself, a 
nefarious hiss that chilled me to the bone.  

I knew what to do. The Gods had put me on this Earth, and I had finally found my purpose. I 
got up, my muscles ripping apart with the effort, and fulfilled my destiny. I folded my hands 
into fists and brought it down on the creature. I was well-versed in delivering death blows, and 
though this one wasn’t my best it was still served its purpose well.  

As the creature breathed its last, I laid my bruised body next to its shriveled yellow one. We 
were going to die together, the creature and I. Perhaps we were not so different in the end.  

***
And then I woke up.  

The sun had long set, and the coolness of the night air was like a balm to my battered body. 
Belatedly, I realized that though my body was aching my face felt no more pain. The nerve 
had healed.  
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I got up. I was now an Accamarran warrior. My dream had come true.  

Then, just when I was the highest, I’ve ever felt, I caught sight of the corpse of the creature. 
And just like that, everything came crashing down.  

Later, when I would return to the village, I would find out that it was not just the hut of rituals 
that had caught fire. Every single dwelling was turned to ash, not because of the creature but 
because of the heatwave. The dry straw that made our roofs was like tinder to the sun’s 
merciless rays.  

The true reason for the period of solitude while the nerve healed wasn’t to protect the initiate 
but rather to protect the village. After the Snip, the pain could drive you crazy. Could make 
you see things differently.  

As the village was embroiled in flames, there was only one person who thought about me. 
Who risked everything to ensure I was safe. Who had the intelligence to draw me out of the 
village, the bravery to keep me there.  

I stared into Pey’s lifeless face, blood already seeping through her bright yellow robes.
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THE BEAST THAT LURKS WITHIN
Short Story by Natalia Nazeem Ahmed
Illustration by Manisha Naskar

This story revolves around a young woman, a haunted man, and their intertwined fate. Her 
name was Belle.

Once upon a time, there was a rich merchant with six children, who suffered a series of 
misfortunes,  resulting in dire poverty. The merchant’s only solution was to move to a small 
cottage   and try to recoup his losses, while his children were forced to adjust to a new way of 
life. Though they did hope for some salvation from their friends, they soon learned that they 
were left alone, and forced to turn to the land for sustenance. The daughters kept the 
cottage neat while the sons worked the land to earn a living. The youngest daughter, Belle, 
was the most cheerful of the lot, maintaining a sunny disposition during troubled times.

Two years pass with the family getting used to this way of life, when the merchant gets wind 
that one of his ships survived the storms and made it to a harbour nearby. He quickly sets off 
to the town, after taking requests on what he should bring home with his newfound wealth. 
Though the other children ask for luxuries and trinkets, Belle only wishes for a safe journey, and, 
when pressed, asks for a single rose, her favourite flower. When the merchant arrives at the 
town he realises he’s been cheated once more; his employees, believing the merchant to be 
dead, divided his profits between them. Dejected, he takes a new route through the forest 
and stumbles across a large, stunning mansion — the mansion seemed magical, as the 
walkway was covered with trees in full bloom, though winter raged throughout the land. 
Worried about whether he should trespass but enchanted by the mansion before him, he 
continues and enters a richly carpeted hall. Though the room was well-lit, the outer edges 
were cast in shadow, and a cold breeze swept through the hall, making the merchant shiver. 
Deciding to dive deeper, he walks in, noting the decadent, yet faded, interior - abandoned 
but belonging to a wealthy family. Peeking into several well-designed, but cobwebbed, 
bedrooms, he finally stumbles across a dining room, complete with a set meal and a roaring 
fire. Afraid that he’s walked into someone’s home, he turns but decides to sneak some food 
away, as he was hungry after his long journey. A quiet breeze disturbs the fire and goes 
unnoticed by the merchant. Eyes on the food, he doesn’t notice a dark shadow pass over 
him. Having eaten his fill, he exits the mansion when he notices a large rose bush near the 
entrance. Thinking of Belle, he goes to pluck a rose, unaware of the looming creature behind 
him.

Days passed, and his children began to wonder of their father’s whereabouts. One day, they 
see a figure in the distance, slumped over his horse, barely conscious. Upon reaching the 
house, the children realise that the figure is their father, with a rose taped to his chest, along 
with a smudged note. Belle’s face pales as she reads the neat handwriting. “Beware of the 
one who takes without seeking permission — I have sent him back alive, and with the last item 
he took from my house. You have been warned,” Belle read aloud.

As the weeks pass, the merchant slowly gains his strength and his memory, yet refusing to 
discuss his journey. Eventually, when Belle kept him company one night, he turned to her and 
held her hand, tears in his eyes. “I should have told you sooner, my dear,” he whispered, “but 
I couldn’t summon the courage”. In bits and pieces, Belle teased the entire story; his discovery 
of the mansion, his attempt to pluck the rose, and his kidnapping, by a creature he was still 
too scared to describe. “He commanded me,” he whispered, face cast in shadow, “to return, 
with one other — the one I hold dear”. He gripped Belle’s hand tightly. “If I do not return, he 
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will find us and kill us all,” he cried, his tone urgent. “Promise me you will accompany me, my 
dear. Please!” Belle soothed her father with gentle words until he fell into a rough sleep. 
Leaving the room, she brushed his fears as that of a troubled man, scarred by a rough 
encounter, and thought no more of it.

The next month, the merchant began to find his feet,helping with chores, and spending time 
with his family. Almost two months since the day of his return, Belle finds him packing clothes 
into a trunk  — his and hers. Confused, Belle opens her mouth, when her father spots her. “Ah, 
my dear; I have a special trip planned, and I want you to accompany me.” He smiled at her, 
but it was  tinged with sadness. “I’m sure this next venture will be more fruitful than the last, 
Father,” she said, hoping to instil confidence. Her father did not reply, and the two lapsed into 
silence.

The next morning, they set out on horseback into the forest, riding for many hours until they 
stumbled upon the stunning mansion; a gentle breeze made the leaves sway, accompanied 
by the smell of roses. “We’re here,” he muttered. As they climbed up the steps, he 
announced, “We’re here!”, while Belle wondered who he called out to, recalling the one 
feverish night where her father gripped her hand in fear. Though there was no greeting in 
return, the two of them continued to wander the hall, getting nervous as time passed. 
“Father, why are we here?” Belle asks, as her feet begin to ache. “He’s here, I know he is,” he 
muttered, ignoring her question. Exhausted and hungry from the journey, Belle takes a few 
hesitant steps towards one of the doors on the right, hoping for a kitchen. Wordlessly, her 
father guides her to the dining room, where a resplendent meal was set, with two places on 
the table. The merchant gestured to the table, and they ate in silence. After the meal, he 
cleared his throat. “I understand your confusion, but I’m afraid I cannot say more,” his eyes 
glanced to the shadowy corners of the room. “Come, let us retire for the night. The journey 
home will be long and arduous, and we must rest.” They climbed up the stairs and entered 
one of the many chambers, and Belle fell into a quiet and deep sleep.

Awakened by sunlight pouring in from the windows, she turned, only to find her father had 
vanished. A note was on the pillow beside her, with the same scrawl she had seen pinned to 
her father’s chest a few months ago. “Your father chose to leave you in his place. Beware a 
father’s love for his children,” she read, frowning at its ominous tone. Curious about the rest of 
the mansion, she walks along the carpeted hallway, drawn to a large portrait of a young man 
on the wall — his face was curled into a sneer, his features were sharp, and his pointed face 
struck fear into Belle’s heart, even though it was a painting. Shuddering, she turned and 
moved towards the kitchen, hoping to scrounge up a few scraps for a meal and discover 
more about why she’s here. The back of her neck prickled as she walked, and she got a 
distinct feeling that something, or someone, was watching her.

“Do you know why your father left you here?”

Startled, she turned around and gasped, too stunned to scream. A monstrous creature, a 
beast standing over 8 feet tall on its hind legs, large paws with claws like talons, and a vicious 
face with a sharp set of teeth, grinned at Belle. “Do you know why your father left you here”, 
he repeated patiently, eyes still on her. Unable to respond, Belle stayed silent, terrified to 
speak. “Let me tell you, my dear,” he continued, taking delicate steps despite his large size. 
He licked his lips with a thick, red tongue. 

“Your father was trespassing on my property, and he was duly punished. However, I did spare 
him his life, in exchange for something just as valuable. I gave him a choice, you see. 
Something that he couldn’t bear to live without — his life, or the one he loves. Judging by his 
decision, I can see his love doesn’t extend that far,” he grinned, his teeth looking even more 
monstrous in a smile. 
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“What makes you think you know my father?” Belle cried, her anger taking over her fear. The 
Beast grinned even wider. “And what makes you think you do?” he asked, before getting up. 
“Enjoy breakfast, my dear,” he purred, before leaving.

That night, Belle fell into a shallow, uneasy sleep plagued with dreams. She dreamt of two 
people; a tall, beautiful woman with jet-black hair and ice-blue eyes, unsmiling, and the man 
she saw in the portrait; cold, harsh, unfeeling. “I know you think you’ve suffered, but our 
happiness is linked now. To stay content, it’s important to keep me happy. Do you 
understand?” he asked. Belle nodded. “What can I do to make you happy?” “Be grateful, 
and never leave me,” he responded, before melting away. Belle finds herself in a room with 
the woman, who said, “Try not to be afraid. You’ll find yourself used to it,” before 
disappearing. 

The next morning, she discovers a number of fascinating rooms in the house; one room was 
covered with mirrors, one held an incredible amount of fabric, one aviary,a massive library, 
and many empty bed-chambers. Come nightfall, she goes to the dining hall once more, 
finding a set meal for two already laid out on the table. “Good evening, dear,” she hears from 
the shadows. Gulping her fear down, she smiles. “Good evening, sir,” she replies, taking a 
seat. “You seem to be in a better mood,” the Beast continues, still staying in the shadows. “I’m 
trying to make the best of a bad situation,” she replies. “Bad situation? I expect you’ll change 
your mind soon,” he whispers. Unsure of how to respond, Belle eats her meal, the two falling 
into an oddly comfortable silence.

Days pass with little changes — Belle continues to explore the house and wander, and 
dinnertime is the only time she sees the Beast, who remains polite and distant. Every night, 
Belle dreamed of meeting the woman and the man, with each dream boiling down to the 
same message — be grateful, be happy, and most importantly, to stay. Every night, the Beast 
gently probes her walls, making Belle feel comfortable and safe in the house.

As time passes, Belle felt more comfortable with Beast, with the house, and with being away 
from her family — in fact, their faces were slowly fading from her memory, and she no longer 
remembered some of her siblings’ names, or what her mother’s favourite flower was. 
Meanwhile, her days flourished — meal-times were had with Beast (she learned to avoid 
certain topics, like his past, after witnessing a few terrifying bouts of anger which involved 
breaking furniture), and she spent most of her time in the garden or in the mansion’s library. 
Every day, she grew fond of Beast, feeling comfortable with his charm and wit. One night, 
while Belle and Beast danced, Belle whispered about how much she wanted a family, 
daydreaming about spending her future with Beast, until she felt his arm tighten on hers to a 
painful degree. “I am not a fan of families,” he growled. “Do not discuss this again.” 
Unnerved, Belle stayed silent a while, before absently wondering aloud, “Where is your 
family?”. Beast stood still, and Belle paled, trying to take a step back but trapped in his iron 
grip. Before she had a chance to apologise, beg for forgiveness, or even breathe, Beast’s 
paws were raised high, his rage unleashed.

Belle woke in her own bed, weak and dizzy. Her head aching, her memories are blurred from 
the night before — the only thing she can remember is her dream, of the young man, older 
woman, the same message. Her face felt odd, and a glance in the mirror told her of a bruise 
on her cheek. She whimpered, noting that it didn’t do well to anger the Beast — but what had 
they even argued about? She gently washed her face, counting herself lucky she had some 
makeup powder to cover it up, thankful that she could face her Beast without worrying about 
her appearance. She vowed to bury her curiosity and stop asking unnecessary questions; it 
wasn’t right to anger Beast, and it wasn’t in her place, either.
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The Beast invited Belle to dance in the great hall, the dance becoming one of their nightly 
routines. Although the Beast was hideous, ill-tempered and aggressive, Belle found herself 
slowly falling in love with the creature, her memories of her family slipping away as she 
continued to spend time there. “My dear Belle, would you consider marrying a creature like 
me?” he whispered, close to her ear. He had asked her every day for a few weeks now, but 
Belle refused, a part of her fighting for her family and her independence. Today, however, 
things felt different. She felt safe in his arms, and realised that she cared deeply for him, and 
could no longer remember a time when her Beast wasn’t by her side. Blushing, she whispered, 
“Yes.” The next few days felt like a whirlwind, she worked on her wedding gown while he 
decorated the mansion. Despite no guests (he convinced her that her family wouldn’t 
approve), the ceremony was beautiful, and her gown even more so.

 After sharing vows in the courtyard, Beast leaned down and gently kissed Belle’s forehead. 
“You are a stunning bride,” he whispered. “I’ll be sorry to see you go.” Belle’s look of confusion 
quickly turned to horror as she saw him unsheath his claws and open his mouth wide. Before 
she could scream, he swiped his claws across her body and bit down on her head, his strong 
teeth breaking open her skull. Blood poured down Belle’s broken body as she collapsed onto 
the floor and the Beast writhed and grunted in pain. A few minutes after, a tall, handsome 
young man with a cold, cruel stare stood up tall, staring at Belle’s corpse. A cockroach 
crawled up to his feet, before transforming into the woman of Belle’s dreams. “How satisfying 
for you to have found a bride at last,” she purred, her eyes glinting in the winter sunlight. The 
man had a small smile on his face. “Now that I’m free at last, let’s set about exploring the land 
that I was cursed to retreat from, shall we?” “Of course, master,” the woman crooned, before 
turning into a cockroach once more and crawling away.

Lightly pushing Belle’s bloody body with one foot, a strange emotion  — grief? sadness? 
disgust? — crossed his face, before remaining blank once more. “I never lied to you, you 
know,” he said. “You were the most beautiful of them all.” He turned and retreated into the 
castle, leaving Belle empty and alone, to lie forever underneath a starry night sky.
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DON’T LOOK AT HER
Short Story by Akanksha Patra
Illustration by Manisha Naskar

I’d only gotten done with my Boards and was beginning with the Intermediate back in ’84 
when Baba moved cities. It was an abrupt upgrade from the sleepy town of Baripada to the 
bustling, city life of Balangir. Since Baba was Postmaster in the Indian Postal Services, we’d 
been given a three-bedroom quarter, a little to the outskirts of the city, along with a 
house-help for assistance in the daily chores. The house-help was a middle-aged man with 
greying hair all over his body. He constantly fell sick every other day and thus, employed his 
daughter in his place. She had taken to the job enthusiastically, her name was, Jyotini.

The house was two-storeyed and had the lavatory built in its backyard (in those days, 
lavatories weren’t supposed to be attached to the main building for the presence of the 
prayer room which was deemed holy.) The backyard opened into the forested areas ahead 
of it. Despite the hustle of the city, thankfully the location of our new house, didn’t take away 
the peace I would’ve otherwise missed from our previous home.

I had taken admission at Rajendra College but couldn’t get myself to study the subjects of 
Science. I wanted to be a writer and would spend my days either loitering around the city or 
sitting in the backyard, watching Maa and Jyotini set up the house and run errands while 
discussing world affairs. Jyotini seemed to be my age, or she could’ve been younger, you can 
never tell a woman’s age, can you? But she was dedicated. She’d work her limbs from dawn 
to dusk, and even while Maa took an hour off in the afternoon, she wouldn’t rest.

Baba would often give me the eye of suspicion around her. He’d think I was in love with her, 
how else would my attendance woes in college be justified. He couldn’t see how Literature 
would interest the son of a man who graduated top of the class in Economics. He’d make 
brazen statements about how my age demanded commitment to a career, not a woman 
and that I had it all wrong. Nevertheless, his eyeing hadn’t many effects upon me, and I went 
on writing, aiming to publish a novel before the college gave out degrees.

***

One night, at about 2 (I’d often lose track of time while writing for long stretches), I’d been out 
in the backyard using the lavatory when I heard someone, or something, shifting in the 
vegetation ahead. I peeked out the small, exhaust window to see, and saw someone 
standing very close to the back wall. It was dark and the back of the quarters weren’t well lit 
so, I couldn’t make out who it was. Only that, the built was small and seemed feminine, the 
hair ran all the way down to the waist, I could see their back and it seemed like it was, Jyotini.

“Jyotini?” I called out after a second. There was no response.

“Jyotini? What’re you doing outside at this hour?” I asked again. Still, no response.
I stepped out and went behind the stall to see what the situation was but found nobody 
there. In a second’s time, she had vanished. Strange, I thought to myself. I stood there for a 
while before heading inside and to my surprise, found Jyotini sleeping on the kitchen floor. 
She’d often do so during the summer. Maybe she was out to use the lavatory and then had 
come back and slept off; you can never be ahead of women, can you? I thought. So, I didn’t 
sit on it for long and retired for the night.
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But I was soon proved wrong for thinking that was the only time that was to happen for, the 
same incident occurred again and then, again, like a drill. I’d go out to use the lavatory late 
in the night and would find Jyotini standing outside; as soon as I’d come out of the stall, she’d 
vanish, and I’d find her sleeping on the kitchen floor minutes after I’d walk back inside. After 
the fourth time this happened, I felt determined to ask her what she’d do outside at night.

The next evening, I heard Maa and Jyotini discussing a certain sighting in the area, I’m not 
sure what they called it, but it seemed like this part of the outskirts of the city was witnessing a 
haunting. It seemingly was the ghost of a scorned soul, a woman who had killed herself in 
spite. The nearest neighbors, who lived some 500 meters away said, nobody knew what the 
ghost of this woman looked like, because whoever saw her died immediately. 2 Men had 
already died in the area and we were being advised to not venture out at odd hours and to 
keep all doors bolted at night. I wondered if there was any truth to this speculation.

I didn’t bother much over it, if my father couldn’t keep me from writing, what could ghosts 
do? So, routinely, that night I sat by my open window and wrote until the last bit of ink in my 
pot had dried. I probably didn’t realize when I’d dozed off, for exactly at 2 AM I was jolted 
awake. My notebook was strangely empty, apart from some drool that had escaped the 
sides of my mouth and the hair at the back of my neck had begun to stand from the cold air 
that was blowing in. It was windy and on listening carefully, it seemed like the wind was 
walking among the bushes in our backyard. I stayed quiet and listened to its footsteps for a 
while. I stared at my notebook and wondered if I’d really written nothing that evening. Had I 
dreamt it all? I felt the urge to use the lavatory then.

As I got up from my chair, my back felt weirdly heavy, as if I’d been carrying a weight all this 
while. I stretched and remembered that I’d forgotten to ask Jyotini about her lavatory visits. I 
thought I’d check on her before I went outside. As soon as I’d begun to descend the stairs 
that led to the back door, I slipped, shaken by Jyotini’s shrill scream from the kitchen, and hit 
the back of my head against the wall.

Suddenly dizzy, with my head spinning, I ran towards her.
The wooden door was ajar. Jyotini sat on the floor kneeling, her back facing me, still like a doll. 
I shouted at her over the ominous din of the wind and the kitchen door flapping with it.

“Jyotini?! Are you alright?”
She didn’t move. I waited for her to turn towards me, but she didn’t.
“Jyotini?” I called again.
I grew restless as I neared her. I had only bent down to grab her shoulders, when I felt 
someone standing right behind. A long shadow was cast on the wall beside me. I felt a weight 
form on my back, and it grew heavier with the passing second. As I was about to turn to look, 
Jyotini, in a snap, turned to face me, bellowing,

“Don’t look at her!”

I jumped and almost screamed as I hit the ground. My throat dried up; no sound came out 
my mouth. My body froze as she stared at me. I felt the weight grow heavier on my shoulders.
She was drowned in sweat, her hair stuck to her forehead. Moonlight shone upon her face 
that’d lost color.
And her eyes— her eyes were bleeding.

“Don’t look at her.” she repeated and kept repeating, as if begging, for long, until I fainted 
with her voice echoing inside me.
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The next morning, I woke with a shrill ringing in my ears. My head still hurt. I opened my eyes 
and it took a while for my surroundings to come to focus; I was sprawled on the bedroom 
floor. Puzzled by how I’d ended up here and a hundred other questions buzzing in my head, 
I dragged myself out and looked for Maa-Baba. 

I heard muffled conversation coming from downstairs. Maa and Baba stood inside the 
kitchen, looking extremely concerned. Jyotini was huddled in a corner at the back, clutching 
onto her knees, rocking back and forth. Her skin looked pale and drained of blood. I gaped 
at her as last night’s details slowly came back to me.

“Jyotini, are you okay?” I kneeled and asked her. She didn’t reply.

I repeated myself as Maa brought her a glass of water.

She said, “We found her like this minutes ago. At first, we thought, she must’ve had a 
nightmare, but she’s not saying anything. We’ve called for her father.”

As I got up to leave, Jyotini grabbed onto my leg and stared straight up at me, the same way 
she’d done the night before. She spoke slow and with emphasis, in a voice that did not 
waver,
“Don’t… look at her.”

A shiver ran down my spine and I jerked backwards. Why did Jyotini keep saying the same 
thing repeatedly?

She repeated herself again and then, again. With every minute her chant got quicker, as if 
she were a record stuck on the gramophone. Her Baba arrived an hour later and took her 
away.
After they’d left, I told Maa and Baba of what had occurred. None of us could make head or 
tail of what had happened to her that night.

Jyotini’s Baba came home three days later and told Maa that she was keeping unstable, 
both physically and mentally. She had stopped eating, wouldn’t take baths and would go 
days without combing her hair. She’d not talk to anyone and would get petrified as the night 
came on. She went about telling everyone the same thing she’d told me earlier, to not look 
at ‘her’. Nobody understood what she was trying to say or what she was afraid of.
I kept replaying the events of that night for days to come, trying to understand what it was 
that she had seen. Neither could I sleep, nor could I write in peace.

Almost a fortnight later, we received news of Jyotini’s death. It left us shattered, but more 
shocked. She had hung herself in her room back home. Her Baba had sent word about her 
funeral.
Maa, Baba and I immediately left to join in her last rites. The poor girl had succumbed to her 
suffering, I prayed for her peace as we walked. Jyotini’s house was a modest, low roofed 
mud-house with a single room she shared with her parents. Many people had gathered in the 
front yard where her body lay covered in white cloth. Her mother sobbed uncontrollably, 
“She took her. She took her. She took her!”

Jyotini’s Baba looked at us, his face expressionless, and spoke gravely, “the local Ojha told us 
she was under a possession. Whoever controlled her caused her to take her own life.”
My forehead crinkled. I couldn’t believe what he was saying. Jyotini was a healthy, 
hard-working woman. How could she suddenly have developed a malady? She was strong. 
How could anybody else have controlled her?
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I stared at her cloth-covered body for a while, until the wind blew out the cover and revealed 
her face that had greyed, but what caused me to suddenly purge my guts out, were her 
eyes—her eyes had been split open from the middle; tears of blood had dried on her face. 

A shudder ran down my spine.

“She sliced her own eyes before hanging.” Jyotini’s Baba whispered to me, “She was 
clutching onto the knife as she hung, her body rotated with the wind all night.”

I couldn’t look at her anymore. I couldn’t control my sudden urge to burst out crying. I was 
terrified. I felt empty. How could she have done this to herself? How? I couldn’t process a 
single thought.

I lost both my appetite and my sleep for days that followed. Maa tried to change things for 
me but failed. I had to find out what had happened to Jyotini. She kept telling me something 
I did not understand. I had to know now.

I went back to her house a week later.

Finding her mother sitting in the yard, staring into the distance, I asked if she could tell me 
about the Ojha who’d seen Jyotini before she died. I told her I wanted to know exactly what 
she’d seen or who she’d seen. I wanted to bring justice to her suffering. But she only looked at 
me crestfallen, mum for minutes that felt like hours then, broke down crying.

Jyotini’s Baba left working for us; the day he left, he said, “She didn’t want you to look at her, 
she was probably trying to save you, son. Our Jyotini was like that, very kind-hearted. If she 
didn’t want you to see, you mustn’t. Don’t ask all these questions and try to know. It’s best to 
leave some things unknown.”

But, how could I have gone to sleep knowing somebody died, perhaps because of me?
 
Baba came to me one day and told me, his colleague at the postal department heard of the 
incident and said something strange. He said, it all sounded familiar to him. When he’d asked 
what he meant by it, he avoided it and went back to his desk. Baba didn’t want me or Maa 
to worry, so he asked me to leave the incident at that.

I didn’t understand why everyone was avoiding talking about this. There were so many 
questions, but no answers.

***
A month passed and then another, everything began going back to normal when Baba had 
to move cities again.

I was helping Maa pack, we were wrapping away belongings with old newspapers from the 
store, when I came across a clipping that read eerily familiar:

"Suicide of 25-year-old woman, died by hanging. Balangir: Wife of postmaster suffered 
trauma after witnessing husband cheat on her. Bizarrely, sliced her own eyes with a knife then 
hung herself."

I stared at that clipping in disbelief. It was dated back to ’78, almost six years ago. I read the 
report over and over again. The victim was a postmaster’s wife. Did that mean it occurred 
here, in this very house? I recalled then Baba mentioning that this quarter had been leased 
out after quite a long time, and that we were its first occupants in years.
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Could this mean, Jyotini encountered this woman’s spirit that night? Did her spirit still linger 
around? Could I have saved Jyotini had I not fainted? I kept wondering as the clock ticked 
into the night and many nights became one.

We soon shifted to another city far from Balangir, it smelled different, felt different. But even 
today, years after, when I sit down to write into the night, I wonder if it wasn’t for Jyotini, would 
I have died? If not for her, would I have turned and looked?
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NO PLACE LIKE HOME
Short Story by Shagun Marwah
Illustration by Manisha Naskar

“Mrs. D’Costa, please eat something. You haven’t touched your food for weeks,” Andrea 
comforted, gently bracing the hand of her best friend’s mother.

“How can I eat when my own daughter might be starving to death somewhere out on the 
streets? I don’t even know if she’s still alive or dead!” Mrs D’Costa replied, weeping bitter 
tears.

“Oh, she’ll be fine, dear. We all know Tanya is a survivor. In fact, I’m sure she’ll realise what she 
did was wrong and find her way back home,” Andrea’s mother spoke as gently as she could.

“You really think so?”

“I know so. Now, stop worrying yourself! You need to be strong. For yourself and your husband. 
Which reminds me, is he still locked up in his bedroom?”

“Yes. He’s been frozen like a rock ever since she left. He doesn’t even talk to me anymore. Or 
go out for work or visit the church. If we knew she’d do this, we would have happily married 
her off to that penniless chap - whoever he was!” Mrs D’Costa said. 

She then handed over a handwritten note to Andrea which her daughter had left on her bed 
before she fled. The note read: 

“I’m sorry, Mom and Dad. 

I had no other choice but to run away. I know you would have never supported my 
relationship - even if you did, society wouldn’t have let you live peacefully, and I couldn’t 
bear to see you both suffer this way. I don’t care if he is rich or poor, belongs to our caste or 
another one - I love him to bits and cannot live without him. I hope that someday, you will 
understand why I had to do this. 

For now, take care of yourselves.

All my love,
Tanya”

“Don’t worry, Mrs. D’Costa. I know Tanya. Sooner or later, she will return home to us. My 
prayers are very powerful!” Andrea reassured with confidence before bidding adieu.

Though in isolation, Mr. D’Costa heard the little girl and cried himself to sleep that night.

Nobody missed his daughter the way he did.

***

A few days later, the landline rang. No sooner did Mrs. D’Costa attend the call that she heard 
Andrea roaring with happiness on the other line. 
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“Didn’t I tell you this would happen? I knew she’d return! Oh, I’m so happy today!!!”

“Wait. What are you saying? Who… w-who returned?” Mrs. D’Costa responded, bewildered. 
Hearing her voice stutter with terror, Mr. D’Costa quietly stepped out of his bedroom, shaking.

“Your Tanya!! Who else? She just came over for lunch.”

The phone dropped from Mrs. D’Costa’s hand.

“Hello? Hello dear, are you there?” but only her voice echoed in the air.

The couple rushed to their guest bedroom and sprang open the cupboard which had been 
carefully locked away for months.

There she was.

Limbless. 

Clothed in bruises with blood, dripping from the plastic wrap that clung to her distorted body.

Her DEAD body.

“It’s impossible. There has to be some confusion,” 

Mrs. D’Costa bellowed with fear as her heart pounded through her chest. 

“She had to be punished for her sins - for loving that casteless man and getting knocked up. 
It’s too late! She can’t come back now.”

Mr. D’Costa gripped his Cross tightly around his trembling fingers and pressed it closer to his 
chest, mumbling every last prayer that he remembered; sweat dripped from his forehead.

Just then, the doorbell rang. Once, twice and then continuously with full strength.

“Mom, Dad! Open up. It’s me - I’m back!” 

They recognised that voice very well.

“You’ll welcome me home, won’t you?” 

Tanya’s voice snarled as she finally broke the door open.
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