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THERE WAS ONLY DARKNESS NOW. In this all-pervading gloom, Kaikeyi longed for a ray of light for at least a moment. Yet, that longing vanished as soon as it was born. She did not deserve the light. She never had. 

She did not know how long she’d been here, in this village at the edge of Ayodhya’s borders. Her sole relief was that none in that village knew her identity. No one looked at her with hatred or anger, or contempt. There was pity and compassion, neither of which she deserved, but she had always been greedy, and she lapped it up, like a thirsty dog at a water bowl. 

When was it that she had left the city of Ayodhya and the palace? How many years might have passed since then? Kaikeyi was unable to recall. It was some years after the death of Dasaratha, after Bharata had more or less exiled her from the capital. Even though he himself swore not to set foot in the city till Rama returned, he had banished her as well. She couldn’t remember how long ago it was. Time had become meaningless to her. 

In truth, hadn’t her life ended that day? That cursed day which would never fade from her memory? The day she had demanded Rama to be exiled and Bharata to be crowned King? The day when Dasaratha had looked at her, not with love, not with desire, but with horror. There was also grief there, that she had pretended not to see then. Or rather had ignored because she that was not what she wanted to see. 

Even while she claimed aloud that she did it for her love for her son, Kaikeyi knew she was only deceiving herself. It was not love that drove her, but hatred. Hatred of men, that somehow manifested in a desire to control her husband, and even his feelings which saw even his love for Rama as a threat to that control. 

After all, if Dasaratha were not the King, what was her role in his life? And if he was determined to pass on the crown, let him pass it on to the son she bore, the son to whom he had promised the crown when he married her. The son whom she had thought she could control. Surely, the mother who got him the Kingdom of Ayodhya would be the one he would listen to! What a fool she had been!

She knew well where that hatred originated. That was not even her husband’s fault. It was her father who was responsible. Or was he? He had been a doting man, trying to make up for the lack of a mother. And that… that was where it started. Her mother. The mother she lost. The mother who did not exist even in her memories. From the day she had learnt that her father had abandoned her mother, that hatred had pricked her heart, sown its seeds so deep she didn’t even recognise it for what it was till she came here and looked back at her life. Never once did she seek to know why her father banished her mother, but she still hated him for making her motherless. He had tried, but he was not a woman, and Manthara . . . her nurse, confidante, whose advice ultimately led to her downfall, was too bitter to guide her in anything except resentment. 

The hatred and contempt had just grown, watered by Manthara’s words as well as by her own skewed view of men till it spilled over to all the men in her life. She had felt nothing but contempt for her husband who loved her above all his wives. She had never felt victorious, but only contemptuous as King Dasaratha neglected his other two wives for her, so lost in her physical beauty that he ignored his duties to his other wives. 

There had been fear at some point. It had come from overhearing a conversation that said that someday some one more beautiful would come along and Kaikeyi would lose her position. That had sown a seed of fear in the fertile land of her heart. After all, the King had already neglected two wives for her. He might neglect her for another too! All the wiles she used to keep him attracted to her, all the little tricks, were not born out of spite for her co-wives, but from her own insecurity. She had never sought to establish her ascendancy over them, but only to keep her own position secure.

Kaikeyi had been amused by the jealousy and anger of the other two queens. She was also surprised at how obtuse they were– how was it they could not see the frailty of their husband? How was it they never realised that none of them were beloved of the King? That she was not the enemy, but the King’s own fickleness. 

And she had chosen to be stubborn in the end.  It was true that she had forgotten the King’s promise to her father at the time of their marriage. The son born to her would be made King. This he had promised. She was angry that the King chose to completely forget that promise. She told herself that she was only giving Bharata what was rightfully his, that it was her right to do so, that it was her love for him that made her. By the time she realized that she had been prompted neither by her love of Bharata, nor by any envy for Rama, it was already too late.

She sighed deeply as she thought of the day when her son had walked away from her after calling her a mariticide. That was the last she had seen him. In the days that followed, as she languished in an obscure palace outside the city, she often wondered if she was being punished for what her forgotten mother suffered. In spite of knowing her whereabouts, Kaikeyi had never once attempted to see her. In spite of the anger that she harboured for her father, she had never tried to ease her mother’s suffering.

The day she left that palace for good, the thought of ending her life was foremost in her mind. When did she get the realisation that her true punishment was life, not death? She could not remember that either. Countless number of days had passed since then, each as meaningless as the rest.

Kaikeyi was ready to welcome death as an old friend now. But the one she longed to see before that was Rama, not Bharata. Rama whom she had once loved more than her own son; Rama who had once loved her more than his own mother. Rama who always did the right thing, who always chose love, not hate, courage, not fear, forgiveness, not anger. If that Rama did not forgive her, she knew that her death would be even more futile than her life.

As she lay on the bare earth, Kaikeyi’s dreams were full of her mother’s face.
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SHE LAY BY THE POOL, her fingers in the water. The water was icy cold, but she hardly felt it. Her mind was still in shock. Were someone to ask her, Parvathy would have had no answers as to how she reached here. Her feet had carried her here, to this spot, of their own volition. Once upon a time, a lifetime ago, this had been her favourite spot in the garden, and in the aftermath of the devastation she’d experienced and witnessed, she had made it here, purely on instinct.

Her eyes went to her own reflection in the water. Distorted as it was by the ripples on the surface, it still was clear enough to cause a frown to appear between her brows. How could she look as if nothing had happened? She looked just as immaculate as when she had set out that morning. That morning already seemed so long ago. Was it really her in that reflection? Her eyes moved over the intricately knotted and braided hair with jewelled clips holding them in place, to the face with its delicately arched eyebrows, wide eyes, straight nose, moulded lips and firm chin. The nose-ring and chain shimmered in the reflection as did her ear-rings and the jewelled necklaces which were around her neck. Her sari, of a delicate shade of pink that complemented her dusky colour draped her form in silken folds. The sunlight glinted off the wide gold bangles she wore and the water flowed
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