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Praise for the Book

\“Her Resurrection is a gripping and often-shocking story that 
challenges the reader to explore the all too often ignored reality of  
sex trafficking. Koley’s writing brilliantly brings to life an account 
of  courage, determination and persistence in the face of  despair 
and heartbreak that touches something deep within the soul. In 
spite of  the cultural context of  India, this could, and all too often 
does, happen anywhere in the world. Unfortunately, for millions 
of  women the story has no happy ending.”

—Robert Miller, author of  “The Ultimate Key: Unifying Science and 
Spirituality.”

“Sex work is the oldest profession in history because violence 
against women is the oldest human rights crisis in history. 
Soumyadeep Koley’s ethnographic fiction challenges the very 
essence of  this conspiracy of  silence, placing human faces and 
narratives over the shadows of  the marginalized and dehumanised, 
turning the tables on entitlement and objectification. Each 
page challenges the heart of  the reader to guide the mind into 
a hammering perspiration that shatters a culture of  violence 
against women into the dignity and bravery lived out daily by sex 
workers.”

Jason Jayology Jeremias,  
Founder and Artistic Director of  Price of  Silence, New York 

Author, Playwright, Actor, Director and Lecturer.

“Resonant and deeply affecting. The story of  one woman’s 
struggle through the dark subculture of  society and ultimately 
her journey back into the light of  salvation and acceptance.”  

—Virginia Faye Frost, Women’s Rights Activist.
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In memory of  Jyoti Singh 
(1989–2012) 

&
All the victims of  sexual violence 

Whose longing to live,
Even in their deathbeds,

Inspired me to take up my pen.
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In thanks to that dear woman dead? 

Men triumph over women still, 
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And man’s lust roves the world untamed. 
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Foreword

I know Mr. Soumyadeep Koley since the ‘90s. From his early 
childhood, he has shown an imaginative and creative outlook. He 
has deep thoughts and high scientific reasoning of  his own. He 
has got a profound insight to analyse human mind. Evolution of  
human society and its transformation is nicely visualized in his 
shadowed mental landscape. What aches his sense is the feelings 
for the girl-children in India, unwanted, harassed and undergoing 
domestic violence from one and all. This ignites in him a solution 
for which he has created a pen-picture, shadowing the miseries 
of  their lives in different social scenarios. The protagonist of  the 
story, Maya, is a symbolic representation of  the society, where 
female foeticide has an extension in real life, in childhood, in 
adolescence, even in mature womanhood. Feminity is cursed by 
birth, women are not accepted as a human being, but tormented 
as a mass of  flesh in this materialistic android society. 

This evoked in him the sense to stand beside the ailing humanity at 
womanhood. The heartfelt passion for them brought out a writer 
out of  Mr. Soumyadeep Koley. The social background of  this 
subcontinent mirrors the violence against women, which speaks 
of  itself. If  literature fails to portray the core truth, it becomes 
superfluous and a failure. Here, the well-chosen topic tallies to 
reflect the era of  violence against women in India, and its girl-
children. I hope this novel would come up with flying colours in 
near-future giving us all an ache that tricks, that evokes an opinion 
against mass female foeticide and sexual violence. 

—Dr. Jadab Chatterjee, M.S
Professor,  Department of  Anatomy, Medical College, Kolkata.

Author and Poet.
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Prologue

September 2013

I can’t believe this! 

I get up from my chair and bring the international magazine from my bed. I 
flip through the pages to find the article I’d been reading last night, ‘Slavery 
in the 21st Century.’ It’s a profoundly moving and exhaustive article about 
teenagers being forced into prostitution in Cambodia. These little girls are 
incarcerated and made to serve their captors, until her body pays off  the 
money the pimps stipulate for them, or until she contracts HIV. I recheck the 
name of  the writer and photographer of  the article with the one who has just 
messaged me in Facebook. It’s hard to believe that the name matches. And 
so does the profession. She’s a women’s rights activist, and the same lady who 
writes powerful articles about violence against women, women’s issues and 
reclamation of  women’s rights, in this monthly international magazine. And 
such a great personality has chosen to connect with the puny me! Exuberant, 
I chat with her for a little while, and book the next flight to Mumbai.

  

As I wait at the guests’ lounge of  a multi-storeyed office building in Navi 
Mumbai, the lady at the reception walks up to me.

“Excuse me, sir.”

I look up at her.

“Ma’am is calling you to her office. Fourth floor.”

I get out of  the lift and open a ground glass door to a large office area. The 
teakwood walls and the ceiling have an exotic, yet antique look. Even before 
I can say anything, I’m greeted by a stunningly beautiful lady wearing a jet-
black suit and a striped white shirt underneath. “Namastey,” she folds her 
hands. I fold my hands, greet her back, and sit down across her worktable.
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“Thank you for coming here from so far,” she says. In my best guess, she’s in 
her late twenties.

I’ve met and interacted with many people across the world. But to be perfectly 
honest with you, I’ve never seen such a humble person of  this rank, at the 
first sight. 

“The pleasure’s all mine,” I say.

She smiles. “I follow your ‘United Against Violence—Inspiring Women, 
Standing Up for Them’ page in Facebook regularly. I must say you’re doing 
a great job out there. I believe, awareness is the key to the first step to stop 
violence against women.”

“Thank you very much. Such inspiring words from someone like you would 
serve as a beacon in all my future endeavours. Thanks again, Miss Singh.”

“You’re most welcome.” She looks into my eyes. Her mesmeric eyes shimmer 
in their own light. “I really appreciate your work. But you know, one question 
strikes me all the time. What made you join this fight? It’s a woman’s job to 
fight and reclaim our rights. Why’d you join the fight, being a man?”

“Since my childhood, I’ve always dreamed to be a soldier. As I grew up and 
stepped into the twenty-first century, I came to realize that India needs more 
soldiers not to go to war, but to support the pivotal battle of  the nation—
to fight for women who have been debased and devolved by patriarchy and 
misogyny, since time immemorial, in order to reclaim the rights that have 
always been rightfully theirs. 

“I wish there were more people in the world, who share this wonderful dream 
as you do.”

Her words warm my heart. She says, “Are you working somewhere?”

“Not really… I left my job last year in December to hit the streets and join 
the global fight against violence on women.”

She smiles heartily this time, and nods with her eyes closed. After a pause, 
she says,” That day, you mentioned that you were trying to write a book 
about the life of  a prostitute in India, when I asked you to come here. Ain’t 
I right?” 

“Yeah, exactly!”

“But why would you choose a prostitute to be the protagonist of  your story? 
Why no other woman? There are lots of  successful and strong women to write 
books about.”

I look straight into her eyes with a convincing gaze, and say, “Because I 
believe prostitutes belong to a special category of  strong women who dedicate 
their lives to heal the world, in return for some green stuff  that can never buy 
them back what they’ve sold. You know, Miss Singh, every prostitute carries 
the burden of  an unsaid story within her heart. I wanted to remove a part of  
their burdens and set them free by being a messenger of  the most desired, yet 
the most despised, dare I say, citizens of  the country.

“Interesting…” Miss Singh shifts in her chair. “How did you manage to get 
so much insight on prostitutes?”

I respond with a subtle smile.

“Well, have you started your research?” She asks.

“Yeah, I did long before. I even went to a couple of  brothels to gather reports.”

Curiosity glitters in her eyes. “Tell me more,” she says. “Have you been 
successful?”

”Not really,” I say, “the sex-workers kicked me out. Well, literally…”

Miss Singh bursts into laughter, looking upwards at the frosted, white lamps 
under the ceiling. “I understand. You know why?”

I frown with a questioning look. She says, “It’s because the world has 
turned their hearts into stones. And you can’t squeeze blood from a stone. 
The last thing they’d do is trusting a man.”

I get more frustrated. Why did I ever dream to be an author for women, 
when the reality is so indifferent? All I’ve seen is failure for the whole year, 
even before starting to write my book. But Miss Singh reads the unsaid 
words from my discouraged face and says,

”Don’t worry… It’s your lucky day. I’ve got a little surprise for you! Today, 
I’ll tell you the story of  a girl I know, a girl who’s very close to my heart…” 
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Chapter-1

1978
The girl was a burden. And she knew that ever since she learnt 
her mother tongue. But she didn’t know what her father meant by 
the term ‘burden,’ when he attributed it to her. She couldn’t relate 
that term with her lively self, and the gunnysacks of  potatoes 
lying on the floor. 

One day, she asked her mother, “Mommy, why does my father 
call me a burden? No one has to carry me on his back!”

The mother took her daughter’s head in her arms. “Bring your 
dolls. We’ll play bride and groom,” she smiled. The girl didn’t 
know what lay veiled behind that smile. Within a moment, she’d 
forgotten the term, and was running to fetch her dolls from her 
room. Soon, she was laughing and playing with her mother. 

Another question always used to strike her. Why her father never 
behaved normally after nightfall. What used to get into him? 
She had always seen her mother being normal, responsive and 
coherent at all times, but her father would change into a different 
man after sunset. He would reek of  a sickly sweet and repulsive 
odour, he would sway and tumble while walking, sometimes he 
would lock her mother up in the bathroom. Often, the girl would 
see her mother crying, as her father beat her up, and savoured his 
superiority of  being a man, as his wife fell on the ground.

“Why does father beat you up everyday?” The girl asked her 
mother innocently, while her father had left. “What wrong have 
you done to him?” She squatted beside her mother, while she lay 
on the mud floor of  the hut.
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The mother’s voice was quavering with the lilt of  a throbbing 
pain all over her arms, her back and her behind. She lifted her 
head a bit, but said nothing. 

“Tell me, mommy, what have you done?”

“It was all my fault…” her voice drifted off, and she lifted herself  
up from the ground. Immediately she realized she’d said too 
much. “Come here, my princess.” She squatted beside her little 
daughter, embraced her in her arms, and sobbed for sometime. 
Even the little girl noticed that her cry this time had a different 
tone, than what she was accustomed to hearing every evening. It 
was a cry of  emotion and satisfaction for her daughter, even if  
everyone else thought her birth was a curse.

“Why does father change when evening falls?”

“Because he is a man.”

The girl got stuck to the belief  that all men were like this. It was 
their intrinsic character over women, just like the presence of  
beard and moustache. That made them men.

  

She was five, when she became sure that the temporary madness 
in the evenings was not a character of  all men. There was a small 
monochrome television in the house of  the village headman. The 
villagers used to call him by the name, Kumar. On some evenings, 
the girl would find all the men and boys of  the village crowded in 
the large courtyard of  his house; the only brick and mortar house 
of  the village. Their eyes would remain glued to the television, 
where many people played a game on a large field with a bat and 
a ball. She would hear them yell with the exuberant voice of  a 
victorious conqueror,

“Gavaskar has come to bat! … Gavaskar went for a six! … India 
has won the game!”

No matter what they did, they behaved like normal people, 
responding and talking to everyone like it was in the daytime. 
Soon she found herself  interested and drawn to the game where 

a man ran and threw a ball to another man who would strike it 
with a wooden bat as hard as he could. She felt quite out of  place 
among the men who wouldn’t give her a damn. One day, she got 
near the twenty-year-old son of  the headman, who was yelling his 
head off, “Yay! Gavaskar has scored a century!”      

The little girl reached up her hand, grabbed the sleeve of  his shirt, 
and pulled it lightly. “Who’s Gaas-kaar?” 

Unlike everyone else, who wouldn’t give her any attention to, the 
boy, Praveen, turned his head down to look at her. “Gavaskar is 
our God!” He smiled with pride.

“God?” The girl was quite surprised. Her mother had taught 
her that the people in the colourful pictures of  the calendars, 
surrounded with jewels and fruits, were called Gods. She had 
learnt they live in a place called heaven, although she didn’t know 
what that was. Probably that grey field is the heaven, she thought, and 
the thousands of  people surrounding them are praying in unison. But why is 
heaven devoid of  colours, she wondered. She learnt about more and 
more Gods every year through each new calendar that used to 
be hung from a tack in the bedroom of  their hut. Today she was 
watching one in action.

  

Praveen became her good friend. In the afternoons, she would 
run to the threshing floor near the paddy fields, with a plastic 
bat and a plastic ball. Her mother had bought them for three 
rupees, with a part of  the measly savings from the little money 
she used to earn by washing people’s clothes by the riverside. 
Most of  her earnings were sacrificed to satisfy her husband’s 
alcoholism. 

Praveen and the girl played on the grey, asphalted threshing 
floor; prototyping the way Gavaskar played in the grey fields. 
Everytime, she would bat and Praveen would throw her 
underarm balls. One day, she said to Praveen, her bright little 
eyes twinkling with ambition, “Brother, I want to grow up and 
play like Gaas-kaar.”
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“You can’t!” Praveen laughed. “Cricket is only for men.”

“Why is that?” The girl frowned. “What special is there in a man 
that he can play Cricket?”

Praveen made a serious face as if  he were a saint spreading his 
enlightenment and inexhaustible wisdom among his disciples. 
“Because, women are always the weakest ones of  the world,” 
he said, “they simply don’t have the power to swing the heavy 
wooden bat and hit the ball heavy and hard as stone.”

Her face fell. She returned home with a heavy heart.

  

“Today, we’ll play a new game!” Praveen smiled at the girl, seeing 
her sitting on a rock beside the threshing floor, with her plastic 
bat and ball. She gazed at the treadle of  the thresher, as Praveen 
drove it with his legs. The girl waited impatiently for Praveen to 
complete the threshing of  the first harvest of  the year.

“What game?” She stood up.

“It’s a lovely game…very popular and interesting! Everyone plays 
it when they grow up. And now you’re a grown up girl, ain’t you?”

“Really?” The girl’s eyes became wide in anticipation. “Can I play 
it in the TV when I grow up?”

“Uh… err…” Praveen hesitated for a bit. “Yeah, sure, you can! 
You can even be as famous as the cricketers!”

“Yayyyyy!” The girl flailed her arms and hopped around in delight. 
“So where do we play it? Over here?”

“No, we’ll play it in the cowshed over there.” He pointed at one 
end of  the lonely threshing floor, where two mud cowsheds with 
thatched roofs had been reconstructed after the recent flood. 
Praveen stopped with what he was doing, and got down from 
the wooden seat of  the thresher. As they approached one of  
the cowsheds, a buffalo kept on chewing its straw and looked at 
the little girl with a vague, but rueful look. The look in its eyes 
translated that the buffalo could prophesy, but too powerless to 

prevent what the little girl was about to experience that day.

Praveen and the girl went to the interior of  the cowshed. It was 
stinking with the hideous smell of  cows and dung. “Now lie down 
on this haystack.” He pointed at a pile of  hay stored nearby. The 
girl obeyed her. She sat on the hay. “Lie down, lie down,” Praveen 
insisted in a fake tone of  care, just as a doctor advises his patient 
before examining her with an unkindly cold stethoscope. 

Praveen ran out to the threshing floor and made sure no one 
was around. He returned to the cowshed, breathing deeply and 
heavily. His throat was becoming dry. He drank a few sips of  
water directly from the bucket that was kept for the cows. Wiping 
his mouth with the back of  his palm, he knelt beside the girl lying 
on the haystack. Then he lifted up her little skirt and his trembling 
hands touched below her waist, creeping downwards.

“Hey, we were supposed to play!” The girl protested. “When are 
we gonna play?”

His voice shook, as he said in a dry throat, “We’re playing…it’s 
such a lovely game…aren’t you enjoying?”

“No!” The girl yelled. “What’s this stupid game? Me lying, and 
you rubbing your hand on me?”

Praveen’s hands shuddered more and more, as a strangely 
comforting warmth enfolded the whole of  his finger, starting 
from its tip. “Now you’ll enjoy.” Praveen dropped his shorts 
on the ground. The girl’s eyes became wide in an unforeseen 
bafflement. She started feeling insecure and uneasy, when 
Praveen said something that kick-started her intuition. I believe 
that intuition is a girl’s best friend. The little girl was too young 
to understand what was going on. She didn’t know what she was 
supposed to do. She just realized that it was wrong. And dirty. 
Very, very dirty. Without a word, she immediately got up from 
the haystack. Praveen called her by her name, as he saw the girl 
running out of  the cowshed, and towards the threshing floor. 
He pulled his pants up and ran behind her. Although he had an 
athletic build, and worked in the fields all day, that afternoon 
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he was soon out of  breath for some reason. He yelled, as she 
was getting away from her, “It’s our little secret! Remember…” 

The girl didn’t look back. She ran home and hid her head under 
her mother’s Sari that had been kept on the bed. 

  

After that day, the girl stopped going out of  her house alone. 
Her mother became her world. And vice versa. They were very 
close to each other. The girl was growing up close by her side, 
amid hostility and domestic violence. Slate and chalk turned into 
notebook and pencil, and the toy kitchen turned into the real 
one with mud floors and walls. But the lingering memories of  
an afternoon in the cowshed dating back three years, haunted 
her ever afresh like a cursed spectre, every moment she lived. 
She would laugh and play, her smile was all the pretty morning 
flowers along the brae, but once the flashbacks came to her mind, 
she would suddenly freeze from what she was doing, and her face 
would turn bleak. There was nothing more painful than bearing 
an untold story inside her. She still didn’t know about sex, or 
about men, except for one physical difference of  Praveen, which 
she couldn’t match with herself  after that day. 

One morning, the little girl was in the kitchen helping her mother 
with the household chores by washing the vegetables. The mother 
stirred up a fire in the earthenware oven. An amber glory of  a 
new day peeked through the trees of  the woods in the east, while 
the beams of  a cold sun peeking through the quivering leaves, 
fell on the mother’s face and her left arm. She poured some more 
kerosene in the oven to kick-start the fire. The silence of  the 
daybreak was broken by the sporadic crackle of  the twigs soggy 
with the winter dew, as the mother broke them and pushed them 
into the oven through one of  the openings. The moos of  the 
cows in the cowshed suddenly made the little girl stop with what 
she was doing. She got up from the corner of  the kitchen and 
came to sit very close to her mother. After a short silence that 
followed, she finally narrated for the first time, the incident that 

had come as a shadow in her life—dark, depressing and ever 
following. While she told the story, she didn’t look at her mother 
in the eyes.

After the girl had finished, her mother got up hastily and left the 
kitchen at once. She went to the bedroom where her husband 
had just woken up, now sobered up from last night’s drink. A 
few quiet moments passed. The girl was about to get up from 
the floor of  the kitchen, when she heard her father bark like a 
mad dog and slap the bed hard. He went out of  the house that 
moment. His wife pleaded him to at least have his breakfast, but 
he didn’t turn back.

The girl’s father returned home late. It was almost 9 o’clock at 
night. Unexpectedly, he wasn’t inebriated. He kept his bicycle at 
the front yard and went to his wife. “It’s all fixed. Your daughter 
gets married next week!”

The mother dropped the heavy heap of  utensils she was carrying, 
on the floor. They hit the mud floor with a dampened metallic 
noise. “What!” she exclaimed. “My daughter is only eight!”

“So what? She’s still a virgin,” he said, “and still a candidate for 
the market of  marriage.”

The mother sighed. She looked away from him and asked 
reluctantly, “What’s the dowry? Can you afford it?” As if  dowry 
was a part and parcel of  every betrothal; something more 
important than the bride and bridegroom, themselves.

“All of  my agricultural lands. But…” the father heaved out a sigh. 
“But, at least I’ll be divested of  the greatest burden of  my life. I’ll 
retire after her marriage.”

“Again you said my daughter is a burden?” The mother suddenly 
lost her calm. She threw up her hands and yelled, “say that again… 
Come on! Say that again!” 

The father grabbed hold of  his wife’s upper arms. He squeezed 
them so tightly that she cringed in pain. “You lowly street woman!” 
His eyes were red even though he didn’t drink that day. “Raise 
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your voice on me, and I’ll slash your throat with that sickle.” He 
pointed near the corner of  the room where a sickle, a spade, and 
a gunnysack of  fertilizers were kept.

The mother suddenly felt silent. Very silent. The father slowly 
loosened his unyielding grasp. Hearing a commotion, the little 
girl came up to her mother from the bedroom where she had 
been scribbling some English words with a pencil on a piece of  
paper, by looking at the calendar. She stood beside her mother 
and pulled the stole of  her ‘Salwar.’ “Mommy, mommy, what have 
you done? Why is father scolding you?”

This time, the mother didn’t hold out anything on her daughter. 
She knew her daughter would be no longer hers a week later. 
As her husband always said that once a daughter gets married, 
it’s a crime to consider she’s still their daughter, rather than her 
in-laws’. So what was the point of  concealing the inevitable 
anymore? “You’re going to be married, my princess.”

“Ma…married?” She stammered. “Like my dolls?”

“Exactly, my little princess.” The mother sought a little refuge in 
claiming her daughter as hers and only hers, even though for the 
last few days.

“But, my wife-doll goes away to the husband-doll’s home after 
marriage!” Only the mother could sense a delicate spark of  fear 
that stormed her daughter’s eyes. 

The mother remained silent for a while. After winning the battle 
with her own, inconspicuous tears, she said, “So what? It will be 
your new home. You’ll have a new mother, a new father, and a 
new hus…”

“No!” The girl interrupted her. “I want to read. I want to go to 
school. I never wanna leave you. I don’t want another mother. I 
don’t want another father. I only want you two. I wanna read thick 
English books. And I want to go to school and speak English like 
Gavaskar.”

Her father came forward to her and landed a tight slap upon her 
face. None of  the females there could hold back their tears now. 

  

The chosen bridegroom Shittuppam’s father was a teacher of  
the only primary school of  the village. He was in his mid-fifties 
and his twenty-five year old son’s greatest ambition was to be 
a farmer. Shittuppam had the willpower and itchy hands, but 
owned no land to dig his spade in. And now his dreams of  taking 
a truckload of  cabbages and potatoes and paddy to the city were 
going to come true by marrying this girl who was seventeen years 
younger than him, and still an innocent, little child who was years 
away from her first menstrual period. 

Five people sat on the front yard of  Kshitij Master’s house— one: 
the girl with her head bowed in phoney shyness as her father had 
instructed, two: her father bare-chested and wearing a ‘Lungi’ to 
accentuate poverty so that at least one perch of  his land could be 
exonerated from the dowry, three: Kshitij Master’s wife with her 
eyes of  an eagle that carefully studied the terrain of  the girl’s skin, 
four: Master’s son, Shittuppam, with his eyes and teeth sparkling 
with the thoughts of  being a farmer after years of  waiting, and 
five: Kshitij Master himself, going through the prophecy of  a 
Shadhu who smoked weed all day.

“So, Gobardhan…” Kshitij Master looked up at the girl’s father. 
“It’s all fixed. Your daughter gets married with my eldest son on 
4th of  next month.

The girl’s father folded his hands in gratitude. Before he could say 
anything, overwhelmed by crocodile tears, his daughter cried out 
real ones, “I don’t want to marry. I don’t want to marry! I want 
to read English books.” She started sobbing. “Master, please let 
me go.” She folded her hands for the first time before a human 
being. “Master, please leave go of  me. I want to read. I want to 
go to school.” She covered her face and went on sobbing. Kshitij 
Master came up to her and wiped her wet eyes with the end of  
his ‘Dhoti’. Then he lifted her up in his arms and went inside the 
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house. “Don’t come in!” He instructed the group gathered at the 
front yard. Everyone sitting there eyed each other without a word. 
When Kshitij Master had gone inside, Shittuppam announced 
to the gathering, “Don’t worry, my father is adept at silencing 
stubborn girls, better than me.” Someone over there let out a sigh 
of  relief  at this word of  assurance.

Outside the house in the front yard, Shittuppam was still brimming 
with tears of  joy by the very thoughts of  him being a farmer and 
father (I’m unsure of  the latter, though). Inside, the girl was still 
weeping at the thought of  her dreams of  reading thick English 
books falling apart. Kshitij Master made the girl stand in his room 
and squatted before her.

“You want to go to school?”

“Yes,” She said. “I want to read English books. I want speak 
English like Gavaskar does at the end of  every Cricket match.”

“You don’t want to marry my son?”

“No!” She wiped her eyes of  the final drops of  tears. “I just want 
to read. I want to go to school and I want to go to college. I want 
to read thick English books.”

“But you must know that learning is very difficult. It’s not for 
everybody. Especially, not for girls.”

“If  I go to school everyday, if  I study very hard all day and all 
night, can’t I speak English? Can’t I compete with men?”

Encumbered by thoughts, Kshitij Master looked vaguely at the wall 
over her shoulders. His look was very deep, very distant. He lifted 
his hand and stroked her hair. He said to himself, rather than the 
girl, “You are like my daughter, even if  you aren’t married to my 
son yet. If  I can make Gobardhan bankrupt to make the dreams 
of  my son come true, why can’t I make your dreams come true, 
my girl? Pursuing your dreams will not render anyone penniless. 
I’ve never seen a girl so determined to learn. You’ll be the future 
of  our country. I know, one day you’ll enlighten the name of  our 
village.” There was no need of  hiding his tears before a little girl 

who had just transformed him. He lifted her up again in his lap. 

“Where are you taking me now, Master?”

“You’re going to school.”

Kshitij Master went to the front yard with the girl in his lap. 
Everybody shifted in his and her seats. Ignoring everyone else’s 
presence, he looked at the girl’s father.

“Gobardhan!” He thundered with the voice that used to make his 
students in school concede into pin-drop silence, “Sell your land 
to fund for your daughter’s education, not dowry!”

And lo! There was absolute silence.

  

That encounter was a chemical reaction upon Kshitij Master, 
with the girl being the reactant, as well as the catalyst. He was 
transformed. The girl had unknowingly taught him that dreams 
were there to be fought for, from point zero. If  his son dreamt of  
becoming a farmer, he had to fight for his land. If  this little girl of  
eight could vow to vie with the whole world just to learn to read 
and write, why couldn’t his son of  twenty-five, fight with a small 
village to claim his land?

Under Kshitij Master’s pressure, the girl’s father sold a third of  his 
farmlands for the time being. Her marriage got postponed till she 
completed her High School. But the best thing was that Kshitij 
Master wouldn’t take any dowry! It was a very lucrative offer for 
the girl’s father, to get the cake and the topping altogether, without 
breaking the bank. Kshitij Master knew that there wasn’t any 
school in the village where girls were allowed to study. Through 
his sources, he spoke with the governing committee of  a boarding 
school in Uttar Pradesh, administered by India’s Central Board of  
Secondary Education. He confirmed that it was commensurate 
for the big dreams the girl had. Kshitij Master taught her everyday 
for two months and prepared her for the admission test. 

One day the girl heard Kshitij Master telling her father, “I’m surer 
than ever.”
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Chapter-2
What exactly was he sure of? Was he sure that the girl would 
triumph over all hurdles to realize her dreams? Or was he sure 
that she’d simply opt to discontinue in the middle, as education 
was too tough for a girl? That was the million-dollar question. 

 For the girl, it was just moments of  turning back at her mother 
standing at the door of  their village home, and bidding her 
goodbye. For, she didn’t know what a ‘boarding school’ meant. 
The girl went with her father, away and away from her mother, 
repeatedly turning back to see her, until they took a bend in the 
road. For some minutes, the mother stood motionless at the door, 
supporting herself  at the mud wall. Then she went back into the 
house. It was empty as her heart. She buried her face deep into 
the pillow in the bedroom, and wept.

  

Winter 1981
It was the third Sunday of  the month. The little girl of  eight was 
looking through the open window, and over the high concrete 
walls of  the boarding school in a quiet, scenic town of  Uttar 
Pradesh. Hundreds of  fathers and mothers were leaving the 
school at the end of  the visiting day that came once in every 
month. Yet another month had gone by, but her mother didn’t 
come, without whom this girl hadn’t spent even a day before she 
ended up here. She had always wondered why these fathers and 
mothers put their daughters in here since their early childhood, 
when all a child wants is the presence of  their parents by her side, 
and their soft caress every night. At least this little girl yearned for 
nothing more in life!

The Nepali Bahadoor guard of  the school started pushing the 
rusty iron gate. With a shrill squeak, followed by a dull and loud 
metallic creaking, the gate closed behind the mass of  guardians 
diverging out into their own ways. Most of  them took the 
asphalt road to the railway station, some of  them took a paddled 
rickshaw through the dirt path to the bus stop, while a very few 
took to wade through the tall grasses of  the verdant meadows, 
painted ochre by the gleam of  the setting sun. No one looked 
back at the eyes of  the little girl standing behind the window bars 
of  a three-storied building. She still searched for a familiar face 
in the crowd. She was standing behind the window, long after 
everything outside had gotten hushed and frozen, except for the 
birds singing their homecoming medley, fluttering through the 
blue sky with streaks of  scarlet clouds.
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The sun was setting below the horizon yonder. The last amber 
rays of  the day sent a sparkle through the girl’s eyes, and left them 
shimmering, long after the stars had come up.

  

She was a girl who cried at the drop of  a hat. She spent her days 
like a recluse sitting in a corner of  the classroom, when the other 
children of  the class laughed and played. And since it’s the nature 
of  human beings to irk the good eggs and leave the stinking 
ones alone, the girl became a victim of  bullying, when she was 
eleven. The bullies were mostly initiated by the boys of  the class 
who considered themselves superior to the girls, and took it for 
granted that they had the authority to vex them. Thanks to the 
enlightened social science teacher who used to preach that women 
should be modest, quiet, reserved and submissive to men, while 
men could do whatever they wanted. “Why?” Once someone had 
dared to confront. 

“Because they’re men. No further question!” The teacher had said.

 It was a prominent English medium institution, where intelligent 
students from different cities of  the country came to study. 
Yes, she was quite brilliant, and that’s why she had to end up 
here, cracking the admission test in one go. While the bell for 
lunch break sent a wave of  gaiety among the other students, it 
annunciated another hour of  dismay for her. The girl became the 
source of  entertainment for the whole class, while tears flowed 
abundantly behind the hands that covered her face. They called 
her sloppy, they named her a maudlin; but no one ever cared to 
ask why she shed the tears. 

One morning, the girl was weeping, while the class was going 
on. She put her head down on the bench and buried her face in 
the small space created by her arms. Probably, she had dozed off, 
weeping. Sunil Sir, who was teaching social science, approached 
her and pulled her head up forcibly by grabbing her hair. At first, 
she was startled. Then she winced in pain that was prominent in 
her face and in those drenched eyes.

“Hey, what do you think you’re doing?” Sunil Sir yelled. “Sleeping 
in my class?” “Stand up!” 

“But, sir…” Her face was still winced in pain, as Sunil Sir pulled 
her hair with more force. “Sir…” She hesitated and blurted out, 
“Sir, I want to go to my mother.” 

A wave of  laughter went from one corner of  the class to another.

“Mother!” Suddenly, Sunil Sir’s voice rose. “Did you forget this is 
a school, not your home?” He shouted. “Stand up on the bench! 
Stand up, I said!” He pulled her hair with so much force that the 
girl immediately got up from her seat and stood on the bench. 
“Hold your ears and stay like this!” He turned around and walked 
back to the blackboard, murmuring, “Every year I see more and 
more girls going to schools. Disgusting! When are they going to 
realize they all belong to the kitchen with their damned mothers?”

Nobody understood her. Nobody was there for her. The girl felt 
alone amid a laughing crowd that surrounded her. She remained 
standing on the bench, ashamed to her core, her legs shaking, 
her eyes closed. Slowly as that day progressed, she lost her will 
to study anymore, her ambition to read thick books, and speak 
English like Gavaskar. There was so much more for a girl to get 
educated, than just having an iron determination to learn.

  

The evening shadows had just fallen. An immense inferno in the 
western sky had been put out by silent shadows that enfolded the 
vast expanse of  the meadows. The girl stepped out of  the hostel, 
and into the grassland fed by a vast lake. In its heart, it beheld a 
moon. It was rippling, just like the moon, stuck in the raven ether, 
rippled before her eyes that night. A cloud of  mist poised low 
over the lake, erasing slowly the glittering image of  the stars. She 
sat down on a small, flat-topped rock beside the lake, wet with the 
evening dew. She kept her head between her knees.

A black speck appeared in the thick evening mist. It started 
to grow in size, as someone came closer to the girl. Two eyes 
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appeared from an obscuring haze and fixed their gaze on the top 
of  the bowed head of  the girl sitting on the small rock beside 
the lake. Probably the girl still didn’t notice. Leaving a veil of  
fog behind, a feminine figure appeared. She sat on the wet grass 
beside the girl. The grass was grey, with a silver gleam of  the 
moonlight recreating on the dewdrops at the edges of  the tall 
grass blades. The grass was grey like the rest of  the world bathed 
in the moonlight; grey like the heart of  the girl sitting on the small 
rock. The newcomer girl placed her hand on the arm of  the girl, 
who was still unaware of  her presence.

“Are you crying?”

“Uh… huh?” The girl was startled. She wiped her eyes with the 
back of  her palm. “Uh… Who said that?” She sniffed. “I’m not 
crying!”

“I know you are!” The newcomer girl sounded quite mature for 
her unripe age of  twelve. “Why are you crying? Tell me…” Her 
accent was unlike any Indian’s.

“No reason.” She sniffed.

“You’re crying for no reason?” She squeezed her hand. “Are 
you sure?”

Both of  them remained silent for a long time, looking into 
each other’s eyes, with a pair glistening and rippling in the pale 
moonlight.

Neither of  them knew which one of  these happened first: the girl 
sitting on the wet grass took the other girl’s head on her chest, or 
the girl sitting on the rock sought refuge in the chest of  the other 
girl. What they know, and will both remember all their lives, is that 
the girl got up from the rock, embraced the other girl tightly, and…

…and she bled out the murk incarcerated within her…

  

Audra… She came into the girl’s life, unapprised, like a storm. 
Rather it was written that they cross each other’s path. ‘Maktub,’ 

as the Arabs aptly put it. The village girl stood in the midst of  
desolation and loneliness, while Audra, the Lithuanian girl, came 
to rearrange the broken pieces of  her life. 

“Only by securing the top position of  your class, you can make 
everyone stop mistreating you.” 

“If  you slap a lion, will it remain silent and un-aggressive? Go and 
stand at the back of  a horse and slap its butt. Try to tickle an alley 
cat and see what happens. See, nothing in nature remains silent 
if  you constantly hurt it, unless it’s created defenceless. So why 
would you? It should be our natural instinct to protect ourselves 
from all harm; physically and mentally. Remember, it’s your body, 
your mind. And you’ve been given the full power and right to 
defend yourself.”

Although Audra came like a storm, her arrival swept away a 
ravaging gale from the girl’s life. Audra became her closest friend 
and roommate. In the hostel room of  the girl, where two beds 
were kept at two far corners of  the room, came closer every 
evening. They would speak their hearts out till late at night, and 
fall asleep.

As the shade within her heart cleared, there was a faint shimmer 
of  light. Since that very year, the girl secured the top position of  
her class. The school authorities granted her a scholarship due to 
her brilliant results while hailing from a poor family. Her father 
never had to sell any more land beyond the small part he’d already 
sold, to fund her education. Everyone stopped bullying her, while 
a few even extended their hands of  friendship. But the girl never 
reached out to hold those hands. She didn’t need a hundred fake-
friends, but only a true one.

  

The green field was filled with boys and girls. A group of  boys of  
the school were playing football with a small, plastic ball that was 
meant for playing Cricket. Another group was actually playing 
Cricket with a similar plastic ball, making a small, grassless area 
on the playground as the pitch. The plastic ball hardly bounced 
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on the soft soil, still the batsman managed to swing his bat and hit 
the ball that came crawling along the pitch. They had their own 
rules—cross the blossoming Ashoka tree for two runs, hit the 
school wall for four, and if  you hit very hard, you’re out and you’ll 
have to bring the ball. Offenders will be ousted from the team. 
A group of  girls played tag, while three gathered a Frisbee and 
played ‘Monkey in the Middle.’ The tall ‘monkey’ laughed more 
than she jumped to catch the Frisbee.

If  we zoomed out a little, we could see a girl standing on the 
balcony of  the second floor of  the school building and looking 
with distant eyes at the ebullience that reigned over the green 
playground below. She stood there alone, smiling, lost in the 
gaiety of  which she wasn’t a part.  

“Boo!”

Startled, the girl turned around. Audra was standing behind her.

“Why do you come here everyday at lunchtime and see them 
playing? Is it doing any good to you?” She asked.

“See, they’re playing tag.” The girl pointed below. “Will you play 
with me, Audra?”

“Aw, let ‘em play the same silly games in the same playground.” 
Audra caught hold of  the girl’s hand. “We’ll go explore the world!” 
She started leading the girl downstairs.

 “Wait, wait…” The girl resisted. “What do you mean by that?”

“Come, come, come wimme!” Audra started running, and so did 
the girl, as she struggled to keep her pace with the tall and athletic 
Lithuanian girl.

The school library was the quietest place in the school premises. 
Only a few senior students seldom came here to read the newspaper. 
Sometimes, the rarest breed of  the school, the bookworms, spent 
their lunchtime here reading storybooks. Of  tens and thousands 
of  books behind the glass panes of  the bookshelves, Audra took a 
thick magazine with a yellow rectangular border from the wooden 
shelf  at one corner. “I just discovered this one here!” She said. 

That was an igniting spark for the dormant, incendiary longing 
within the girl, who sat beside Audra on a chair in the library. 
That day, a shroud was removed from before the girl’s eyes. Every 
afternoon during lunchtime, she found herself  turning pages after 
pages of  old and new National Geographic magazines, taking 
herself  on a pictorial journey that spanned the globe. Starting 
from the azure skies and verdant meadows of  Scotland, within 
an hour, she’d travelled from the searing Death Valley to the blue 
and white frozen landscapes of  the Antarctic permafrost…and 
from the vast expanse of  the sandy moors of  Sahara Desert to 
the evergreen rainforests of  the Congo Basin. It was a journey so 
fast, so profound, that it defied the speed of  the fastest vehicle, 
and defied the clock that ticked on the wall in front of  her even 
beyond the school hours. In the magazines, she finally found her 
emancipation from the worldly shackles, until a thought crossed 
her mind,

“You said to me last night that time and tide wait for no man. But 
how do the makers of  the National Geographic magazine freeze 
time, freeze the turning tide, and freeze the world on a single 
page?”

“Wow! You ought to be a poet when you grow up! How beautifully 
you put that!” Audra smiled, her eyes growing wider with pride. 
“Oh, yeah, they capture the photographs though an instrument 
called the camera.”

“A camera?”

“Yeah, my father has one. He purchased it from Germany a 
couple of  years back.”

”Really?” The girl’s brows lifted up. “You’re so lucky, Audra!”

“Aw, I never get to touch his camera. He says it’s very expensive 
and fragile, and I’m the one who is adept at breaking everything,” 
she laughed.  

A month later, the whole class went on an excursion to Varanasi. 
Audra and the girl stood by the riverside, an hour after sunset. 
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The pleasant breeze ruffled their long, flowing hairs—the Indian 
village girl’s shining, black hair, and Audra’s curly blonde hair. 
They stood by the shores of  the Ganges, watching hundreds of  
men and women floating their ‘Diyas’ on the flowing river. It was 
an ambience so serene, so magical, yet so fleeting as the Diyas 
drifted off  along the current, that the girl yearned to alter life by 
freezing it still in a frame so that she could revisit those moments 
whenever and wherever she wanted to.

“What’s the name of  the contraption again?” She asked Audra, 
without taking her eyes off  the hundreds of  Diyas that floated 
on the water. 

“Huh?” Audra turned to her. “Which one?”

“The thing, with which you can take pictures.”

“A camera. Look at that man. ” She pointed to a man wearing a 
sweatshirt and shorts. He had a black rucksack on his back, had 
brown hair on his head and was in his forties. Clearly, he wasn’t 
an Indian. The girl went on looking at the man without batting 
her eyelids. He was holding a rectangular box with a protruding 
cylinder before his eyes, which was supposed to be a camera. 

Finally she said, “Audra, do you have any idea how much a camera 
costs?”

“Not really. But the way father takes care of  it as if  it’s his newborn 
child, I’ll bet it costs nothing less than a fortune.”

‘Costs a fortune’—it couldn’t snuff  out the flame that was burning 
bright in the hazel eyes of  the girl. They still reflected a thousand 
Diyas, brighter than ever. She wanted to hold still the evanescence 
of  the magic of  the world, and lose herself  time and again in the 
golden aura of  the floating Diyas, in the wild flower bathed in 
afternoon shower, in the repeated refrains and in the changing 
colours of  nature.

A camera could be bought for a price. But her dreams were not 
negotiable.

  

Audra was an exchange student in this school for four years, while 
her father, a marine engineer with Nautigal Inc., was posted in 
India for these four years. But it was enough to transform this 
Indian village girl’s life in every which way…

“Wear any sort of  clothes that make you feel comfortable. There’s 
nothing so liberating in showing the skin, neither in covering up. 
Liberation lies in your choice. And feel free to choose.” …

“Who in the world said girls shouldn’t drink?” Audra rolled her 
eyes. “We are strong enough to bleed for a week every month, still 
managing to remain alive and outlive men in the long run, we are 
strong enough to give childbirth, complete all household chores 
and go to work, still weak enough to drink? Ha-ha-ha-ha!” She 
finished off  with a satirical laughter.

“No, no not An-nee-heel-ate; pronounce it as “An-nigh-let.” 
…” I’ve told you, it’s An-nay-munn-nee; not An-nee-moan” … 
“Again Ee-ko? Say, Ā-ko.”

It was hard to believe Audra had just turned sixteen the day they 
last hugged each other. It was the day the class received their 
Secondary School certificates through a mini-convocation-cum-
farewell ceremony. The girl still remembers she hugged Audra so 
tight; she never wanted to let her go. But time and tide wait for 
nobody. But a person wielding a camera is that ‘nobody.’ How she 
wishes she had one that day!

Audra came like an unapprised storm; she left like a violent 
tempest that stormed the heart of  the girl. And it rained in her 
heart for the two years that followed. Audra haunted her room in 
the hostel, although the empty bed was occupied by a girl soon 
after she’d left. When the rain stopped, the whole of  her being 
had changed. She couldn’t relate herself  with that yesterday-old 
girl of  eleven, and today’s girl of  seventeen. A rainbow ushered in 
her heart after the storm had passed. Audra used to say that a pot 
of  gold lies at the end of  every rainbow. Yonder, at one end of  
her rainbow, it was this day; the day of  distribution of  the High 
School certificates. And this girl had secured the top position of  
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the school, and had come third from the Board. All the students 
of  the twelfth standard, who’d just passed, filled up the huge 
auditorium of  the school. Every one of  them was accompanied 
by their parents or guardians. But this girl sat alone in a chair at 
the far rear of  the auditorium. All she could see were the back of  
the heads of  people, turning and following each student as (s)he 
got up from one of  the chairs and walked through the alleyway, 
climbing on to the stage to collect their certificates. Hopes faded 
long back like a shadow in the waning twilight, still, today the girl 
was again trying to find a familiar face in the crowd, but the reality 
had been so indifferent to her, as it had been for so many Sunday 
afternoons o’er the years.

With a proud smile on his face, the principal called out the name 
of  the girl. But the girl didn’t respond. She was lost somewhere in 
a reverie. He called her again. Once…twice…

Suddenly, the girl felt a gentle tap on her shoulder, while a slow, 
musical slideshow playing in her mind, shattered into the existing 
actuality. She turned around. It was her mother! Her own mother! 
She hadn’t changed a bit except for the few more wrinkles around 
her hazel eyes, and near her chin…and a few black hairs turning 
grey…and a few raised veins on her hands…

Oh yes, she’d changed a lot over the course of  nine long years. 
But to the girl, it seemed as if  time for her had paused ever 
since they were torn apart. Her eyes were still as deep, lovely 
and shining. She looked into the eyes of  her daughter with 
the same tender gaze that had followed the girl when she 
was a baby learning to walk. Those were the same eyes that 
picked her up whenever she had fallen down. Those were the 
same eyes that lullabied her to sleep every night. But the girl 
immediately took her eyes off  those eyes and walked along the 
aisle, and towards the stage. Some students started murmuring 
among themselves, while some laughed, covering their faces 
with their hands. Probably it was because they were seeing 
their ‘lesbian’ classmate or because they were trying to hide 
their dragon-breath of  envy.     

The girl didn’t say a word to her mother, as she turned back one 
more time at the huge iron door that guarded the bastion of  the 
school premises. She looked back one last time, as if  by magic, 
the gate would swing open, freeing a storm entombed within…
the Lithuanian storm…Audra.

But it was eerily calm.

  

The girl didn’t speak a single word with her mother and father 
during the two days, while they travelled towards their village 
home by a passenger train. The mother tried to speak with her 
daughter many a time, but she couldn’t pervade the walls her 
girl had built around herself. It was an aura around the girl, so 
painfully alienating for her mother. They reached their village 
home, but the girl didn’t speak much with her mother, except 
some obvious words that were unavoidable for two people living 
under the same roof.

But deep inside, both of  their hearts were being scalded by the 
wildfire of  their silence fuelled by a plethora of  unanswered 
questions. One evening, the mother came to the girl with an old, 
half  torn doll, with which the girl played in her childhood.

The girl stopped with what she was doing. She pushed aside 
Wuthering Heights and an uncapped pen, and sat straight up 
on the bed, while the mother stood near the doorway with her 
childhood toy. The mother broke the silence,

“Let’s play bride and groom.”

Tears streamed down the girl’s eyes. Finally, the words spilled over 
her mouth, as if  she weren’t speaking, but the words overflowed 
themselves from a brimming heart. 

“Why didn’t you come to meet me?” She sniffed and stuck her 
index finger up. “Once? At least for once?”

The mother ambled to the bed where her daughter was sitting. 
The toy got dropped from her hand, and she covered her face as 
she broke down into tears, her chest heaving.
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Chapter-3
“I tried. I had tried so many times to go to you. But your father 
wouldn’t let me meet you. He thinks a daughter doesn’t belong 
to her parents, rather she belongs to the house in which she gets 
married.” She refrained from saying that her husband still thought 
a daughter was a burden, which was clearly evident from his face 
when the girl was born. It was also evident from him drifting 
into alcoholism to suppress for a while, the grinding burdens 
of  having a daughter. She continued, “I had left the house so 
many times without having a particular direction to go. I just 
listened to my heart, for, it is in my heart that you always are. But 
unfortunately, I never succeeded. Finally I ran out of  my savings 
one day after changing innumerable buses and trains. It was the 
police that brought me back here, despite my repeated requests to 
them that I wanted to go to Uttar Pradesh to meet my daughter.”

The mother hid the fact how badly she was beaten up by her 
husband every time she wanted to meet her daughter. It was her 
husband, who never understood what a priceless gift parents are 
to an adolescent, when her mind and psyche are in the course 
of  their formation. Only parents can make them understand the 
essence of  true and unconditional love, a virtue, which makes all 
other facets of  the world fade into insignificance.

That night, the girl snuggled up to her mother, and embraced her 
for the warmth she’d missed for so many years.

  

April 1990
It was a summer night. The girl lay on the floor of  the outer 
room, separated from the bedroom of  their hut by a thin mud-
wall. She was looking at the rippling reflection of  the moon in the 
pond beside their house. A row of  trees around the pond formed 
a dreamy silhouette against the starry night sky. Their leaves 
rustled, as a warm wind blew to breathe life into the stillness of  
the night. As the wind touched the girl, her hair fringes tickled her 
brow and her cheeks. She was still daydreaming of  her days in a 
college in the city of  Mumbai. She had filled up quite a few forms 
of  renowned colleges in Mumbai and Pune, applying for her 
graduation specializing in English Language. With her brilliant 
marks in High School, she was quite ahead in the competition. 
She’d take up tuitions to fund her studies. After receiving her 
graduation degree with first-class marks, she’d complete her 
post-graduation and she’d become a part-time lecturer in some 
college. Once she’d saved enough, she would buy the camera of  
her dreams and step out to see the world. She’d capture photos 
like in the National Geographic magazines. And she’d publish 
her own books. She’d start a new Indian magazine just similar to 
the National Geographic Magazine. At the end of  her life, there 
wouldn’t be any place in the world where she wouldn’t set her feet 
on. She’d pick up a rucksack on her back and drive those pitons 
into the vertical walls of  the snowy Alps, she’d wear leather boots 
and wade through the forests of  Amazon, and she’d wear a sun 
hat and drive a Land Rover jeep from the Sphinx to the Great 
Pyramid of  Giza. In big offices, she’d deliver free wallpapers of  
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Macchu Picchu in a bird’s-eye-view from a helicopter, and the 
waterfall forming a rainbow in Yosemite National Park, lions 
gathered around a waterhole in the twilight of  the Savannah—a 
great idea for advertising her new magazine, isn’t it? She’d name 
her magazine, ‘Maya—Illusions of  Frozen Time!’ She was 
smiling all by herself, when she was jolted out of  the reveries of  
unquenchable fernweh, by the voice of  her father from the other 
side of  the mud-wall. 

“Kshitij Master called on me today.”

“Now what?” The girl’s mother asked. “You’ve already paid off  
your debts last week.”

“It’s not about loan. It’s about marriage! His eldest son is ready to 
marry your daughter.”

“You mean, Shittuppam? Didn’t he marry a woman from the 
other village two years ago? I heard that he married in secrecy, 
much against his parent’s wishes.”

“Oh, yeah?” The father rebuked. “I see that you keep yourself  
quite updated. In that case, you must be knowing that they had a 
divorce last month.”

“Divorce? What are you saying?”

”Everyone in the village knows. Are you being a drama-queen?”

“She was such a sweet and innocent girl! You know, she’d 
come to our house a couple of  months back to borrow our 
sandalwood bar. She said she was fasting and performing some 
sort of  ritual to pray for the long life of  her husband. She 
was such a dedicated girl. How in the world can she imagine 
divorcing Shittuppam?”

“Dedicated and educated. Hear that? Ā-doo-cay-ted.”

“Yeah, I know that. She holds a graduation degree. But what’s 
that got to do with divorce?”

“I always knew my wife is the stupidest woman in the village. 
Congratulations! Today you’ve proved yourself  a retard!”

There was no response from the mother’s side. The father 
continued, “Since time immemorial, wise men have always said 
that education and women can never go together. Educated 
women make bitches, not wives. Here’s your proof.”

“Let’s come to the point. I won’t let my daughter marry the 
dirty Shittuppam. Even if  you don’t agree, I know he’s a vile 
upstart. Don’t you know he was beaten up by the villagers of  
some neighbouring village for teasing a girl? Don’t you know 
he was caught sleeping with headman’s daughter? I can’t make 
my princess marry a scoundrel! It’s my firm belief  that he had 
tortured his wife into divorce.”

“You won’t, eh? I’ll beat the crap out of  you, and the villagers will 
have to carry you on their shoulders!” He laughed an inebriated 
laughter. “I’ll join them and play the requiem.”

“You can’t silence me every time by threatening to take my life!”

The heated conversation was getting louder and louder.

“I’ll silence you—both of  you with my pickaxe. At last I’d be 
burden-free to retire.”

The mother gave in by falling silent. The father filled the silence, 
“Shittuppam will take no dowry as his father had promised. You 
know that I’ve lost all my lands. Nowadays, everyone takes tens 
of  thousands of  rupees for dowries. How’ll I pay the dowry if  
you choose to marry your daughter to someone else?”

“You lost most of  your lands to your drinking habit. It’s not my 
daughter’s fault. Is it? So why should she pay for it with her life? 
The national scholarship she received is more than enough to pay 
you back for what you’ve spent on her education for the initial 
three years.”

The father ignored the propositions. “Shittuppam even has his 
own vehicle!” Probably he smiled a proud smile from the other 
side of  the mud-wall. “He drives an auto-rickshaw in the town. 
How’ll you know about these things when all you do day and 
night is sleeping?”
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The girl’s breaths quickened. There were drops of  sweat all over 
her face. She couldn’t stand it anymore. She stormed into her 
parents’ bedroom.

“I’m not marrying anyone, okay?” She yelled. “I’ll go to college. 
I’ll study more and more. I’ll not marry until I introduce my 
own magazine to the world. Then I’ll marry someone, who has a 
backbone, not shit-eaters like Shittuppam!” 

The mother repeatedly shifted her fear-laced eyes between her 
husband and her daughter. The father jumped up from the 
bed and slapped his daughter at once. Then he punched her 
hard on her arms and on her back. The girl started coughing 
from the severe blow on her back. The mother tried to pull 
him back, but the ex-farmer powered by cheap, local alcohol 
was too strong for her. The father stopped when her daughter 
fell to the ground. He was snorting like a bull in a bullfight. 
After lying on the floor for ten more minutes, with her mother 
silently weeping and caressing every part of  her body, the girl 
finally got up and went back to the outer room where she was 
lying dreaming. She left the house in the middle of  the night 
without waking up anyone.

In the morning, when Kshitij Master opened the main door of  
his house, he found the girl sitting at one corner of  his front 
yard. She leaned her back against the wall and buried her face 
between her knees. She woke up when Kshitij Master put his 
hand on her head. She looked up. Master had retired from his 
job at the village’s Primary School four years ago. Now he stayed 
in his home full time. His black and white hairs nine years ago 
had turned into complete white. He had lost a lot of  weight due 
to diabetes. To keep the disease in control, he used to go for a 
morning-walk everyday along the elevated dirt-paths beside the 
paddy and mustard fields of  the village. 

“What’s happened to you, my girl?” He leaned down above her. 
“I know you’ve come to meet my son, but I’m afraid, he hasn’t 
returned home last night. Can you please come in the evening?” 
His voice was soft, but the girl’s intuition told her that his voice 

and words were not natural for a teacher who’d yelled at his 
students umpteen times in the past 33 years.

“Master, once you had told me to study for as long as I wanted. 
But, you know, my father wants me to get married with your son 
soon.” Please make my father understand. I’m counting on you. 
It’s all up to you now.”

“What do you mean by as long as you want?” Kshitij Master 
became dour. “I’ve given you the chance to complete High 
School, what more do you want? Now don’t say you wanna be 
more educated than me!” he simpered.

“Master… I want to go to college and study English language.”

He stepped back from the girl and looked towards the well in the 
front yard. “If  you choose to study anymore,” he said, “tell your 
father to arrange for some other man for your marriage…” He 
paused a bit. “Of  course, if  he can afford!” He smirked dryly.    

The girl was surprised. At first she thought she’d comprehended 
Master’s word wrong. But it wasn’t before long, when Master 
cleared it up. 

“Enough of  educated wives. One has made my son’s life a hell. 
Now I don’t want another to dominate him. We agreed to let 
you study till High School, and now, after you’ve received free 
meal, you want a free bed too! This is the problem with today’s 
women. They don’t know when to stop, and dream of  being 
equal to men.” He turned around from the girl. “Tell your father 
to look for some other loser who won’t take any dowry. I guess, 
he’s already lost his farmlands to gambling and drinking.” Kshitij 
Master started walking fast towards the dirt-path encircling the 
village, leaving the girl behind in front yard of  his house where 
he’d once made the girl dare dream big.

Before that day, the girl knew that promises were only made to 
be kept. Words were only given to be trusted upon. That day she 
learnt that promises, just like material things, devolve into nihility 
with the passage of  time. People too…
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Sayalee had just turned seventeen yesterday. Every morning, she 
would draw pails of  water from the well in their backyard and 
cook for the entire family of  three brothers and their father. Then 
in the mid-day, she would head to the paddy fields along the dirt-
path with a stack of  hay on her head and a small box of  food 
for her father in the fields. She fed the cows during their break 
from ploughing. She’d work with her father to grow fruits and 
vegetables. When her father fell sick, she’d paddle his rickshaw 
and take the harvest of  the land to the town for selling. It was 
amazing how much of  endurance a girl of  seventeen could 
possess. She was born fair, but the scorching sun had tanned her 
skin into a shade of  copper. 

Sayalee was the only girl in the village, who was of  the girl’s age. 
She’d skip ropes with the girl in her free time, though it was 
Sayalee who won the challenges most of  the time. She would say 
to the girl after returning from the fields at dusk,

“Reality is very hard. Life is harder. It should be worked upon, 
not dreamt. Dreams should have a place in your mind only in the 
night, not after you wake up. Not only me, but also the whole 
village thinks you’re an imbecile to want to print magazines in 
your name. You want to see the world? What a laugh! Come out 
of  your cocoon of  fantasy before it’s too late. It’s never possible 
for girls to be an adventurer or a photographer; let alone village 
girls like us. Once you’re into your twenties, everybody will taunt 
you if  you aren’t married. They’ll call you defective and impotent. 
Even the Pundit was discussing that you need a sojourn at a 
mental hospital, and you’ll become mentally fit once again.”

It was all so easy for Sayalee to say everything. But no one ever 
understood this girl, who had small wings, but dreamed and dared 
to soar high, high up in the limitless skies, beyond the blueness, 
and into the world of  stars.

  

For some people, inspiration sets them free. For this girl, 
indomitable determination and sheer willpower set her free. She 

was now a student of  Pune University, pursuing her Bachelor’s 
Degree. She gathered five school students and taught them after 
returning from college every afternoon in the weekdays. Then 
she’d burn the midnight oil and study for herself. She never 
missed a class in college. In Professor Udit’s class, where the 
very few students who remained in the class scribbled in their 
notebooks or chatted on, this girl would carefully take notes. As 
her vocabulary enriched with every passing day, two words never 
got a place in her dictionary: Fatigue and Exhaustion. She used to 
come home once a week on Friday evenings, and leave for college 
hostel in the Sunday afternoons. It was the dirt path shadowed 
under the canopies of  mango trees, the Baya Weavers weaving 
their nests in palm fronds, the lakes rimmed with coconut trees 
swaying in the November breeze… and it was the mother, her 
own mother who kept her anchored to the village. The girl’s dress 
changed from Salwar-Kameez to shirts and trousers. She was on 
her way to becoming the most educated person in the village, 
after completing her 3-year Bachelor’s Degree.

Women are meant to be submissive and docile. Women shouldn’t 
learn to read and write. Women shouldn’t wear Western clothes. 
Women should be married off  as soon as possible, sometimes 
even before she reaches pubescence so that she could serve her 
sentence of  being born a woman by becoming a slave of  her 
husband and her in-laws. She must live as a living-puppet of  her 
house before marriage, and her husband’s after that. These are 
the tacit rules of  our society. There are more for the offenders. 
If  a woman shows signs of  emancipation from the patriarchal 
principles, forewarn her first by outraging her modesty. That 
ought to silence most of  these weeds of  the society. If  one of  
them becomes malevolent enough to prop up and fight back 
to shatter the manacles of  patriarchy and misogyny, take resort 
to sexual violence to subdue her, and after that, put the entire 
blame upon her. This ought to silence her forever because we 
have taught her since her birth that the last thing a woman can 
lose is her virginity. She will become a pariah and finally concede. 
We win no matter what, without even a drop of  blame staining 
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us. We are geniuses, eh? — These are the slogans of  the society 
wreathed in patriarchy, giving birth to sheer apathy and misogyny. 
How would the patriarchs nurture and manifest their (façade of) 
strength if  they don’t choose to dominate the ‘secondary citizens’ 
of  the country?

Like every girl, who tries to live on her own terms, gets dominated 
by the society, this girl also had to come face to face with the 
scourge.

It was a Friday evening in the middle of  December. The girl 
got down from the bus and took the grainy dirt-path leading to 
her village. The sun had just set below the undulating horizon 
contoured with trees. A villager was leading a herd of  cows 
towards home. They ran farther away from the girl, with a cloud 
of  dust following them. Amidst depravity, there was something 
so magical, so emancipating about this village, that it kept her 
moored to her mother-soil, her home!

Mommy must be waiting for me back at home; she said to herself  and 
folded the cuffs of  her black trousers made of  soft denim cloth. 
She started walking faster. Just then, she heard the sound of  a 
motorbike behind her. It started sounding the air-horn repeatedly, 
as if  it were stuck in a typical Indian city-traffic. Without looking 
back, the girl shifted to the left side of  the dirt-path to make way 
for the motorbike. The motorbike revved up and slowed down 
as it came to her right side. Then it started moving along with 
her slowly in line with her pace. There were two riders on the 
motorbike, none of  whom she recognised. Both of  them had 
very dark complexions. The driver was clean-shaven, while the 
fatso pillion rider had a thick beard, a thick moustache, and bushy 
eyebrows. He also had a long ‘Tilak’ dividing his forehead into 
two equal halves. Both were in their mid to late twenties. The 
motorbike swayed left to right, unable to keep its balance at such 
a slow speed. These men were not of  her village; the girl was 
sure of  that! She shifted her eyes away from them and walked 
ahead faster, confidently. Although she was near her own village, 
although she tried to show confidence outside, the girl’s petrified 

heart was palpitating inside. She was still a mile away from her 
home, with nothing but trees and paddy fields and birds in sight. 
Her chest heaved as she breathed deeply. There’s nothing to be so 
afraid of; she tried to convince herself. But it was impossible for 
her to hear that little voice over the resonating drumbeats of  her 
own heart. 

Just then, the ugly pillion rider extended his hand towards the girl 
and squeezed her bosom. For a few seconds, the girl’s breathing 
stopped in an intense pain. She fought with herself  just to breathe. 
The motorbike’s engine revved up and the riders started to make 
an escape. But the dirt-path strewn with small gravels couldn’t 
sustain their speed. When the insufferable pain in her bosom 
became bearable, the girl put her handbag across her shoulders 
and ran to catch the motorbike. She succeeded. The girl stood 
before the two-wheeler and blocked its path. 

“Get down!” She shouted. 

Surprised, the driver turned around and looked at the girl’s 
molester. 

“You didn’t hear me? Get down!” She clenched her teeth and 
shouted, much louder this time.

The molester got down from the pillion and yelled back, “Here! 
Now do what you can.”

Much to his unexpectedness, the girl landed a hard slap upon his 
face. His face swung to the right and then to the left, until he put 
his hand on his face. He looked at the girl with an unblinking 
stare, as if  his fiery gaze could turn the girl into ashes. He looked 
back at his confederate and asked, “Just say the word!”

“No!” He warned him. “Don’t forget boss’ instructions.”

He looked the girl, ground his teeth and said, “You can’t get away 
from us. You’ll face revenge, I swear!”

That was it. He got up on the motorbike and the partners-in-
crime sped away, disregarding the ‘speed-limit’ of  the undulating, 
grainy path. They could insult a girl any day, but being insulted 
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back by a girl was too much for them to endure. Such frail they 
were with the façade of  strength!

Darkness had come. The girl sat on the log of  a fallen tree by the 
side of  the path. There was no one in sight. She put a hand on 
her breast and closed her eyes. She wept alone. A cold wind blew 
through the stillness of  the village. She felt the coldness of  the 
world though the two cold, vertical lines running from her eyes 
to her chin. The cold wind was calling her name. She knew it was 
a call from her mother waiting for her back at her home. The girl 
got up from the log and started walking fast towards her village. 

There were many more miles to go, but she felt proud of  herself  
today. She had stood up for herself. She had stood up for all 
women who had suffered, who had endured.

  

It was an afternoon in the last week of  December 1990. The 
girl was returning home from college. The Christmas holidays 
were going to start from the next day. As she got down from the 
bus and started walking along the dirt-path, she was smiling by 
herself  at the flashbacks of  the ‘College-Fest,’ the day before. As 
DJ Minnie drove the turntable with her adept flick of  fingers, a 
senior student of  the college offered to dance with her. Although 
the girl knew nothing about dancing, the boy made her dance 
like the television stars with his expertly executed, fluid moves. 
That night as they were bidding each other goodbye until the 
New Year, the boy said to her, “You’re extremely beautiful by 
all conventional standards.” That was the first time someone 
complimented her beauty after Audra years back. The girl walked 
fast. She couldn’t wait to get in front of  the mirror and smile 
through the fringes of  hair upon her face. 

This boy was tall, he was fair and he had a French Cut beard. 
Boy! He was handsome. The girl couldn’t stop thinking about 
him. He was the first male she’d ever come so close to. As she 
walked down the dirt-path to the village, she wished he were 
here to share the long walk. On her way home she’d tell the city 

boy about the village life, about the birds and about the trees. In 
return, he’d have to tell her jokes on the way home. That very 
afternoon, they had chatted for a long time over lunch in the 
canteen, both missing their respective classes after lunch break. 
His sweet smile and sense of  humour had got indelibly etched in 
her mind. She couldn’t wait for her holidays to end. 

The girl was so immersed in a world where she was the princess 
Cinderella, dancing to the slow beats of  the music with her 
Prince, that she didn’t notice that a black and yellow auto-
rickshaw had stopped beside her on the dusty road. Before she 
could understand anything, two men got down from the backseat 
of  the auto-rickshaw and grabbed her arms from her back. It all 
happened within a fraction of  a second; so quick as if  everything 
were a vision from a different frame of  time. The girl resisted 
with all her might, but the professional thugs overpowered her 
and tied her hand to her back with a rope. She looked at them and 
recognised them at once. They were those two confederates who 
had molested her some ten days back. She was yelling, crying out 
for help, but the roads were empty without another human being 
to be seen. A stray dog, brown as the dusty path, was passing 
by. It looked at her ruefully, but that was all it could do. The 
fatso molester dragged her and made her sit in the middle of  the 
backseat of  the auto-rickshaw. Each of  the thugs crept on to her 
either side, holding her tight by the shoulders. The girl was still 
shouting at the top of  her voice, but they silenced her by taking 
out a stinky piece of  cloth from under the seat and tying it over 
her face.

“Boss!” He yelled. “Start the rickshaw!” The boss cranked the 
starter lever under the front seat and the engine started. He 
didn’t look back even for once, but the girl found his physique 
somewhat familiar from behind. 

The auto-rickshaw turned around on the dirt-path and sped off  
toward the bus route. The road was populated with bicycles, 
motorcycles and occasionally, buses. The girl felt a little relieved 
to think that someone might see her condition and rescue her. 
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She moaned and tried shaking herself  free to attract the attention 
of  the passers by. But to her intense surprise, no prince came 
to rescue the princess in the real world. As the auto-rickshaw 
crossed three miles along the asphalt road, three or four men on 
bicycles did make out she had been abducted, but thought, if  I 
rescue her, I’d get into trouble. If  I don’t, the world wouldn’t turn upside 
down. So why bother? They turned their faces away from the auto-
rickshaw giving the thugs the impression that they hadn’t seen 
anything. That evening, the girl got acquainted with the apathy of  
human mind. Surely the world wouldn’t turn upside down if  they 
didn’t raise their voice against the crime, but an innocent girl’s 
world would. 

But who cared?

The auto-rickshaw took a left turn towards a dirt-path strewn 
with dried leaves and pebbles, and headed towards the bamboo 
forests. As a terrified heart beat at its limits within the chest of  
the girl, she moaned, she groaned, and she tried to overshadow all 
worldly shackles—the nylon rope that held her hands to her back, 
and the three hooligans. Only her determination was stronger 
than the manacles that chained her up. She didn’t give up until 
the auto-rickshaw stopped in the middle of  the bamboo forest. 
There was no one in sight. As the engine stopped its ring-a-ding-
ding, a fox cried out far away. Strangely that day, it startled her. It 
was as if  it sensed the defencelessness and the frailty of  the girl, 
and was calling out for help.

The two thugs threw her on the cold grass. The driver came 
forward and removed the dirty, oily cloth from her mouth. 

“Shittuppam!” The girl said, her eyes opened wide in disbelief, 
pupils dilated in terror. 

“Won’t marry me, eh?” He kicked the side of  her ribs with 
his boot. The girl conked out in a sharp pain. “I’ll teach you a 
lesson today! You’ll come out more educated than your fucking 
Bachelor’s Degree!” 

With her hands still tied to her back, Shittuppam leaned down 
on the girl. He brought his sweaty, sinister face near hers and 
tried to force his lips upon hers. The girl rolled to her left. As 
Shittuppam shifted to the left to do it again, the girl rolled again 
to her right. This went on until the other two men came forward 
and pinned her to the ground at her shoulders. The girl still 
resisted Shittuppam’s advances by shaking her head so that he 
couldn’t force his lips onto hers. He held her firm by the chin and 
succeeded. The girl felt a load of  salty liquid on her tongue. She 
realised she was bleeding from her lips. Shittuppam tore apart her 
shirt and bit her breasts, her belly. Her left breast started burning 
in pain. Blood oozed from there as well. 

There was so much pain, so much violence a girl of  eighteen could 
ever take. Shittuppam started to unfasten his belt and unbutton 
his trousers. The girl closed her eyes. She shivered in the coldness, 
as the winter air touched her curly hairs, which no one else except 
her mother had ever seen. 

This is it! She said to herself. 

Evening shadows had fallen all over the woods. As her body 
shook fiercely with the onslaught of  bullets from Shittuppam’s 
weapon that had the potential to turn a woman into a living 
dead, she wished she could leave her body at once and turn away 
forever from the pain that enfolded every part of  her body—her 
body—that was once hers.

She didn’t know after how much time Shittuppam slowed down 
and stopped. Is it over then? Is my body finally mine once again? She 
asked herself. But it was too soon. She opened her eyes and saw 
two middle-aged men standing a few yards away from them. 
Probably they had come to poop in the public toilet of  the nearby 
villages—the bamboo forests. She gathered the last grain of  
strength left within her and yelled and cried, “Help me! Help me!”

But there was none there, who cared to help, but not stare.  
One of  the abductors chased them away. The way they ran  
for their lives made the girl believe that her abductors were very 
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(in)famous. Later she’d find out that they were the active members 
of  a political party.

“Enjoy her!” Profusely sweating, Shittuppam said to the other 
two.

“Thank you, boss!” The fatso said and jumped upon her. She 
was burned with violence; she was ripped apart by hatred. Even 
her own cries started sounding distant. Her pain was lessening, 
even when the hostility continued as before. She was drifting into 
unconsciousness—it was her getaway, her only refuge from a 
world where a woman who holds up the world is just a scapegoat 
of  what we call the world’s most intelligent, civilized and advanced 
race. She loves, she creates, she preserves, yet she is immolated by 
repugnance and misogyny. Woe, what an irony!

The girl regained her consciousness with a shivering gasp. She 
looked around her. It was cold. Coldness emerged from the skies, 
the earth and its people. So cold it was! A moonless, raven sky 
painted the starry backdrop behind the tall bamboo trees. The 
treetops looked like they were going to consume her. The woods 
around her were dark, deep and depressing. The world seemed so 
estranging to her, as a profound emptiness engulfed her into its 
fathomless void. Something was snatched away from her that day. 
It was a pain so deep it was unfathomable. It was a pain so distant 
as the stars, yet so close as the beat of  her heart. 

As she lay there for a while, she heard the sound of  pebbles 
crunching somewhere nearby. If  it were some other day, she’d 
have been scared to death in that ambience. But eerily enough, 
that night she felt nothing, as she lay there impassive. When does 
someone fear? When she has something to lose. 

A man had come to the woods with his bicycle to take a late 
night dump. It was so dark all around in the moonless night, 
that she couldn’t make sure what was causing the pebbles to rub 
against each other. She called out in a shivering voice, “Help me! 
Is anyone there? I’m here! Help me!”

The man heard her. He followed the cries of  the girl and finally 

found her lying on the forest floor, half-naked and bleeding. 
“Help me…please help me!” She was crying.

He shone the beam of  his flashlight on her body. As soon as he 
made out that something bad had happened to her, he uttered, 
“Oh my goodness!” and paddled his bicycle off, away from the 
forests. The girl was sure he’d return with help from the village. 
So she lay there trembling in the freezing cold, the pain creeping 
up her abdomen from the bottom parts of  her body. Her 
stomach was burning in hunger. As she waited there impatiently 
for the rustle of  fallen leaves and the crunching of  pebbles once 
again, every moment seemed like forever. But an ominous silence 
prevailed all over.

Many ‘forever-s’ later, she realized no one was going to come back 
and save her. She gathered up all her strength and all her courage 
and stood up. She was the phoenix defying fortune’s spite! She 
was the phoenix rising from her ashes! As she walked, she felt a 
warm wetness trickling down her legs. She was still bleeding drop 
by drop. When her body failed her that night, courage sustained 
her. She walked with that indomitable courage and determination 
that had always set her free. She walked two miles to reach the 
nearest police station, and fell on the stairs. There was a deadening 
buzz inside her ears, and her vision was tunnelled by stars as if  
she were inside an intergalactic cruise zipping through the Milky 
Way. I must not faint. Today, I must break the silence. If  not for my sake, 
I’ll lend my voice to them, who still live a thousand deaths everyday! She said 
to herself. Today, there’s no backing out!

“Water…water…” She mumbled. A kind constable brought her 
a bottle of  water and helped her inside the police station. The 
Officer in Charge looked up at the half-naked girl. But he was not 
shaken, neither shocked. But what he said thereafter shook and 
shocked the poor teenaged girl to her core. Such sheer apathy! Of  
course she didn’t want sympathy. She only wanted justice. The girl 
put her confident face up.

“Another dissatisfied whore. Why don’t you keep these petty 
issues to yourself ? Why don’t you bicker with your customer and 
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settle monetary problems within yourselves? You hoes always 
have to drag these cases to the police station and waste our 
valuable time!”

The girl raised her eyebrows, “What do you mean by that?”

“Lower your voice! I’m warning you! This is a police station, not 
your whorehouse!”

“Officer, I’ve been raped!”

“Raped, you said?” The officer scanned her from top to bottom. 
She was wearing a torn shirt and blue denim trousers stippled 
with blood. 

“Can you prove it’s a rape?”

The girl silently looked down at her trousers and pointed to the 
blood patches. 

“Feh!” The officer said. “Bleeding from down there can’t be a 
valid proof. You people bleed every month. Do you have any 
other proof?”

The girl’s hand trembled, as she removed a torn part of  her shirt 
to reveal the bite marks on her breast. The officer’s eyes sparkled, 
subtly enough for everyone else to ignore, but the girl. She even 
saw a glint of  smile on his face. A constable enjoying the drama 
with a cigarette held between his teeth cleared his throat. The 
officer immediately put on his stern face back and said, “Bite 
marks can’t prove you’re raped. Anyone can give you bite marks. 
We need a more conspicuous and comprehensive proof.”

Even with her little maturity, the girl reckoned that the officer 
wasn’t getting at anything good. “Officer, please take my FIR. I 
confirm it’s a rape. Sir, please.” She pleaded with folded hands.

“FIR?” He scowled. “For what?”

“Sir, I’ve been raped just now. I have been gang-raped.” She 
repeated, had the idiot police officer not made it out in the 
first place. “I know my rapist. Shittuppam and two others have 
gangraped me. Please take my FIR.” She was sweating even in the 

midst of  the cold. The police station smelled of  cigarettes and 
old documents. 

“Why would I?” He said. “ You definitely were asking for it. What 
were you doing outside so late at night? Why were you wearing 
provocative Western clothes? Don’t you know what modesty is? 
A predator will always search for his prey. It’s the prey’s duty to 
keep herself  protected.”

“Sir, with due respect, may I ask why I was sexually harassed at 
the age of  five? Was I wearing provocative clothes? Or was I 
outside late in the night?” The girl came in front of  the officer and 
pointed her index finger straight at his eyes. “It’s the mentality of  
people like you that causes rape!” Her voice was getting louder, 
and it reverberated loudly in the police station. She had nothing 
to lose. Somebody had rightly said that when fear reaches the 
skies, then it rains defiance. “It’s for evil officers like you that 
rapes are so prevalent and ever-increasing. You insinuate with 
your actions that it’s okay for men to rape; and the entire blame 
could be put upon the victim.” She changed her tone. “What will 
you do to me? You can lock me up, you can beat me up, but I will 
not quieten until you draw out the last drop of  my blood. I’m not 
afraid to die with a sword in my hands! If  you weren’t wearing 
that useless khaki uniform, I’d have punched you in the face and 
said that you were asking for it. Now open your diary, will you?”

The police officer conceded. He had never seen a criminal such 
determined like her, in all his life, let alone a victim—a teenaged 
girl—who was fighting for justice even in such a precarious 
medical condition. As she narrated the entire incident, her 
voice soared beyond the concrete ceilings of  the police station, 
breaching the skies, breaking the cone of  silence of  the world. 
Her voice rained down from the skies and resonated with the 
unsaid words of  every victim and every survivor. She was not 
only speaking out for herself; she was an ambassador of  every 
woman spanning the globe! 
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The girl lay recovering in the town hospital, with her mother by 
her side, but her father never coming to visit her. Why would he? 
Her virgin daughter had already been a burden, and now that she 
had lost her sanctity. Everyday, the mother used to say as she sat 
on the floor beside her daughter’s bed in the visiting hours, “The 
police have asked us to come to a settlement. Shittuppam will 
pay us two thousand rupees while we withdraw the case. Else the 
whole village will get to know about this. What had to happen 
has happened. What is lost is lost. There’s no need to spoil your 
future by fighting the case.” The girl wanted to say something but 
ran out of  words.

But today, there was a different look in the mother’s eyes. The 
nurse was busy removing the IV line from the girl’s left hand. 
It was the day of  her release from the town hospital. Squatting 
before the girl on her bed, the mother murmured to her daughter, 
“Now they’ll understand what it takes to play with fire. 

“Huh? Haven’t you withdrawn the case?”

“No!” The mother looked at the girl like the sun, with fire in 
her eyes. “The doctor called me today. He said it was a medical 
miracle what you did that night. Bruised and bleeding, you walked 
miles to fight for justice. You broke a long tradition of  endurance 
and silence! You challenged the ever-accepted notion of  that we’ll 
always be the victims because we’re born a woman with a softer 
body prepared for childbirth, not for a fighting stance. This can’t 
go on forever. We won’t always have to take what we’re given, just 
because we are women.” The mother took her daughter’s hand 
in hers. “I’ll fight with you, my princess. I’ll be your sword, the 
unflinching sword, till I fall to the ground. I’ll be your shield, the 
invincible shield, till I fall apart.”

There were tears in the eyes of  both the mother and her daughter. 
Behind those veils of  tears lay the four eyes of  two warriors, sharp 
as an eagle’s, reclaiming the power of  the wild woman archetype 
that was long lost in time. In those eyes, there was a pledge to 
womankind, till eternity.

“Here’s your veil, sister.” A nurse held out a black bandana to the 
girl. 

“No!” The mother protested. “Take it away! It wasn’t my 
daughter’s fault that she has to hide her face.”

As the girl stepped out of  the hospital with her mother, she 
saw a group of  people from their small village waiting outside. 
They looked at her with awe-inspired eyes as if  a raped girl 
were a sight to behold. Among them, there were the village 
headman Kumar and Kshitij Master who didn’t have any 
work back at their homes. Now she understood why the nurse 
offered the veil to her. But she walked, her head held high, as 
her mother had instructed.

That was it. In villages, news spread from mouth-to-mouth faster 
than the speed of  sound. She still doesn’t know how the news of  
the incident became public. Most probably it was through some 
efficient messenger inside the police station. Only if  they were 
nearly as efficient when it came to their jobs, the world would 
have been a better place. For a moment, she regretted being so 
desperate and going to the police station to file the complaint 
that night. 

What she knows is that she never got justice.

  

Outside, she was a regular village girl. She studied, she sat for her 
exams in the college, she went to the market, she chatted with 
Sayalee, she feigned every possible expression to look normal 
to other people, but inside, she was screaming. She searched for 
places to hide. Sometimes, she wanted to die. 

One evening, the father found his daughter asleep, with her head 
between knees, inside the rough-hewn wooden wardrobe of  their 
small house. That afternoon, the girl had fallen asleep inside. 
Everyday, she’d enter the wardrobe and close the door to muffle 
the sound of  her tears. The solitude and darkness inside helped 
her drown her inner screams too. 
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“Ay! Why you in here?” The father yelled so loud that the girl’s 
sleep shattered in a startle. It was only in her sleep that she tried 
to find refuge and solace. For that reason, she’d sleep more than 
twelve hours a day. 

“Huh?” The girl got up and stepped out of  the wardrobe. “What 
happened? There’s still a day left of  my vacations!” She was not 
fully awake yet, with one foot in the world of  her dreams and the 
other in the abyss of  reality; for some reason, she imagined for a 
second that her father was calling her to get up and get ready for 
college.

“College, eh?” His breath was stinking of  locally made rum. “Get 
a rope!”

“Rope?” The girl was quite surprised. Why did he need a rope in 
the evening?

“You didn’t get me?”

“Rope? For our cow?” She made a wild guess. “Has Parvati again 
wandered off  from the cowshed?”

“For my cow! Hang yourself!” The father shouted. “Hang yourself, 
you dirty, lowly street girl.” His voice broke at extreme amplitude.

“Father? You’re…you’re…” The girl’s mouth stayed open in 
disbelief  and astonishment. 

“Yes, I’m asking you to die, you whore! I don’t want you! I never 
wanted you!” His voice was trailing and prolonged. It was difficult 
to ascertain what state of  mind he was in; the irredeemable 
alcoholic. The girl covered her face with her hand and ran towards 
the bedroom. The father followed her, yelling, “You destroyed 
me! It’s all your fault, you destroyed me!”

The girl lay with her face down before a calendar having a picture 
of  a Goddess. Her voice was paused between sobs, as she fought 
with a plethora of  inner cries unleashing from deep within.

“Where is your judgement, God? What was my fault? Why am I 
victimized again and again? What have I done to you to deserve 

this? Today my father wants me to die! Why are you making me 
live a thousand deaths everyday? Why? I just wanted to study. Was 
that a sin? Tell me! Today you have to answer me.”

She sobbed like that for an hour until she ran out of  emotions. 
That night, she’d have obeyed the drunken order of  her father, 
had her mother not come and sat beside her and stroked her 
head.

“Cry, my princess, cry…” The mother kept her warm hand on 
her daughter’s head. “It will make you stronger. Let your tears be 
your trusty friend. Let your soul’s instincts guide you. You’ll need 
no one else. Remember, at the end of  the day, you have no one 
else, but you and only you. When your tears would wash away the 
curtains of  your grief, you’ll discover the wild woman within you, 
filled with infallible determination and ageless knowing. Every 
time you hit the ground, pick your broken-self  up, wipe the dirt 
off  your face and start over again. No matter what else you do, 
put yourself  first, and love yourself  more than anyone else.”

“Not more than you, Mommy…” 

The girl discovered she had much more tears hidden within her as 
she embraced her mother, even though she thought she had run 
out of  ‘em. Some things are limitless…

  

One night, the village headman, Kumar, called the girl and her 
parents to his house. All the men and women of  the village sat in 
a circle on Kumar’s front-yard where in her good old childhood, 
the girl used to watch cricket matches. Gone were those carefree 
days when all she knew of  the outside world was Cricket and 
Gavaskar. Today was the day of  judgement. 

The girl and her parents sat in the centre of  the circle, with an 
odd-eighty eyes fixed upon them, The girl sat looking at the 
cemented floor garnished by a number of  cracks.

“Gobardhan!” Kumar took a puff  of  Marijuana from his pipe. 
“Your daughter has sinned. She has provoked my men with her 
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clothes. She has incited our men with her sexuality! And now she 
has turned the law against us!”

 “Your honour,” the girl’s father said frantically, “she’s not my 
daughter!” 

A murmur went from one side of  the front-yard to the other. 

“Shut up, you Bewda!” (Bewda = a male drunkard) Kumar shouted. 
And there was pin drop silence. “You have two days,” he said, 
“you have two days to leave the village with your family!”

Now the girl looked up at Kumar. “What do you mean by that?” 
She retorted. “What wrong have I done? They…they…ra–…
hurt me! What was my fault?”

“Shut up, you whore!” And again, there was pin-drop silence. “It’s 
my turn to speak. You’ve run out of  turns, sinner!” He held out 
his pipe and pointed at the crowd in semi-circles. “They leave 
the village or we isolate them. It’s my order! If  anyone is found 
talking to them, he’ll be locked up for the night.”

A tall and dark man stood up at once. “Why don’t we lock her up 
until she withdraws the case?” He suggested.

“Shittuppam?” The girl stood up, and in a flash, she’d jumped 
over to him. 

SLAP! SLAP!

The slaps were so hard that the girl’s palm started burning, but it 
was worth it. Shittuppam stood there stupefied, his left hand on 
his left cheek, where the blow was hard enough to imprint the 
girl’s signature for a few days. Still it wasn’t even—it will never be 
for the girl who had lost her virginity to her rapist.

The girl ran into her house and into her room. She opened the 
wardrobe that’d been her refuge for months. That night, she 
entered inside and closed her eyes. She waited and waited for a 
magical portal to open somewhere deep within the pitch darkness 
and take her away into another world. Forever.

  

Where would the family go? They had no money to buy a land 
elsewhere. So they stayed in the village. Their shelter didn’t change, 
only their surroundings did. There were completely shunned by 
the whole village, partly by hatred, mostly by fear. It was weird 
enough. When the girl went out of  her house, everyone behaved 
as if  she were invisible to him or her. It was utterly insulting 
and more than painful. The girl had to walk to the neighbouring 
village to get groceries; no costermonger of  her village would sell 
vegetables to her. Despite everything, she was getting used to it. 
“When I’ll publish my magazine, I’ll take you to Mumbai, and 
we’ll live in a big bungalow.” The girl would say to her parents. 
Only her mother would buy to that. But the situation took a turn 
for the worse for her alcoholic father. No one would lend him a 
penny to buy his drink. 

“It’s all for you, filthy bitch! It’s all because of  you and your so-
called education! Today I’ll kill you and your fucking mother! No 
one can save you!”

The withdrawal symptoms peaked out one night.

“Help! Somebody help!” The girl heard her mother yelling at the 
top of  her voice. “Put that axe down! Help!”

The girl’s pupils dilated in fear. She jumped down from the bed at 
once and tried to escape the house through the back door. But it 
was too late. The father stood with a rusted axe, like an archangel 
of  death, blocking the bedroom door.  The girl climbed up the 
bed and got cornered soon. She closed her terrified eyes as she 
saw her father stepping closer to her. And within a second, it all 
happened that still defines her life. There was a loud cry in her 
father’s voice. It was a searing cry of  pain. When she opened 
her eyes, her father had fallen to the ground, blood flooding the 
floor from a deep wound on his back where a sickle was stuck. 
His limbs were trembling even after he’d breathed his last. The 
mother standing near the door, frozen for minutes with wide-
open eyes, finally thawed and covered her face and broke down 
in a strange whine, as she sank on her knees before the body of  
her husband. 
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The next morning, the police stormed into the house. If  only 
they were as fast in addressing the girl’s case of  rape, her rapist 
wouldn’t have roamed freely in the village today, while the girl was 
incarcerated behind the bars of  trauma and shame. The officer 
locked up her mother in irons and two woman-constables dragged 
her away to the police van. The girl will never forget those cries 
of  her mother calling her by her name, her cries fading, as she 
was mercilessly separated farther away from the girl. The girl ran 
behind the jeep, until a cloud of  dust put to the test of  time, an 
invincible bond between a mother and a daughter. 

  

Miss Singh’s voice breaks and ceases at this point. She breathes in twice, deeply, 
and turns her face away from me. She looks out through the windowpane, and 
searches for something impalpable at the ashen skyline of  the metropolis. I 
take the glass of  water on the table and slide it towards her across the table. 
She holds the glass for a while, her eyes closed and lip bitten.

“Thank you,” she says, and takes a sip.

She starts speaking again…
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