
  
    [image: Parvathy’s Well &amp; other stories]
  



  	
	    
	      Also by Poornima Manco

	    

      
	    
          
	      Around the World Collection

          
        
          
	          Six - Strange Stories of Love

          
        
          
	          Twelve - Stories From Around The World

          
        
          
	          Eight - Fantastical Tales from Here, There & Everywhere

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      India Books

          
        
          
	          Damage & Other Stories

          
        
          
	          Holi Moly! & Other Stories

          
        
          
	          Parvathy's Well & Other Stories

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Friendship Collection

          
        
          
	          Our Liminal Spaces

          
        
          
	          Luke & Lara

          
        
          
	          The Intimacy of Loss: A Novella

          
        
          
	          A Quiet Dissonance

          
        
          
	          Intersections: A Novel

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Parvathy's Well & Other Stories: The India Collection

          
        
          
	          A Price To Pay

          
        
          
	          Around the World in Twenty-Seven Tales

          
        
      

      
    
    


  
    
      Parvathy’s Well & other stories

    

    
      
        Poornima Manco

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Mango Tree Publications]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Poornima Manco ©2018

        All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof

        may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever

        without the express written permission of the publisher

        except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

        First Printing, 2018

      

      

      

      
        
        All characters appearing in this work are fictitious. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        In memory of my mother.

      

      

      

      
        
         “The world is but a canvas to our imagination”

        Henry David Thoreau

      

      

    

  


  
    
      If you’d like a FREE story, sign up at www.poornimamanco.com/free!

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        1. Parvathy’s Well

      

      
        2. Lajjo

      

      
        3. Scorched

      

      
        4. Morality

      

      
        5. Heaven and Hell

      

      
        6. Hijra

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

      
        Glossary of terms

      

      
        Also by Poornima Manco

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Parvathy’s Well

          

        

      

    

    
      She loved staring into the well those long, lazy summer afternoons. The sticky heat, the low buzzing of the flies, the trees that swayed in the occasional breeze, would all lull her into a strange stupor. She'd throw little stones into the well and watch the concentric ripples with a mild fascination. Her imagination would make up little stories about fantastical creatures that lived under the water. She'd wonder if they were watching her, just as she was watching them... a thin veil of water separating the two worlds. Perhaps, some were quite amiable; wanting to be friends, to laugh and play with her... or perhaps they were monstrous beasts - hungry, salivating, waiting for one misstep to swallow her whole. She'd laugh at her fancies, and chuck a load of pebbles, watching the splashes with delight. At nine, life was a comforting routine of school, a home with Amma1 and Appa2, two brothers, and her vast garden overgrown with dense foliage, hidden amongst which was her special, mysterious well.

       It had become almost routine to spend her afternoons by its side. Appa would be at work. Her brothers worked in the city. Amma would give her a light lunch of rasam3 and rice, and then pat her on the head absently and say, “Go and play, molé4.” Obligingly, Parvathy would take her miniature wooden truck and the doll with the missing arm into the garden and while away those afternoons daydreaming. Speculating about the world that lay beneath that cool, still water. A magical world where anything was possible.

       She was a shy girl of few words. A late, surprise entrant into the world, she seemed almost to apologise for her existence. After all, Amma and Appa's family had been complete till she decided to appear. Her brothers had been in their late teens and profoundly embarrassed. Her father had viewed her as an inconvenience. Only Amma seemed to want her... and then not.

       Parvathy curled a tendril of her hair around her finger. She could remember the hugs and the kisses. Being gently rocked to sleep. Yet, that too had faded over time. Amma was always busy. Trying to feed and care for three grown men seemed to leave her no time for the slight, anxious girl who always hovered in the shadows.

       A ripple of laughter erupted from the house. Mohan uncle must have arrived. Like the well, the house and her family, he was another constant in her life. He came most weeks to deliver merchandise for Appa. Some days he came in the evening, and all the men would sit and drink hot sweetened cups of tea, and polish off plates of freshly fried pakoras.5 Other days he'd come in the afternoons. He was well liked by the family. He was Amma's distant cousin, on her father's side. Tall and broad shouldered with a big black moustache, he had the whitest smile Parvathy had ever seen. Even Amma seemed calmer, almost happier, in his presence.

       She wanted to go in and mutter a shy hello as she had sometimes done. He always laughed and pulled her towards him. Then with a flourish he would produce a sweet out of his pocket and present it to her. Amma would smile at these exchanges and Parvathy would squirm with happiness. Of late, however, she could sense that Amma was not happy if she came in unannounced. Once Amma had said quite sternly, “Molé6, I told you to play outside. You must not interrupt adult talk.”

      Parvathy never did again. She would often hear snippets of conversations inadvertently. Sometimes Amma would sigh, other times giggle. Once she looked like she'd been weeping. Mohan uncle reminded her of home... of her family, her brothers and sisters she'd had to leave behind at sixteen when she'd been married off to Appa. Parvathy was happy that at least Amma had not lost all contact with her family. The distance between the villages was so great that Amma hadn't been to see them in six years. She had to make do with the sporadic letters and the tidbits that Mohan uncle brought her.

       A drum roll of thunder startled her out of her thoughts. Two fat drops of rain fell on her arm. She licked them off in excitement. It was the first of the rains heralding the arrival of the monsoon. The gentle drizzle turned into a heavy downpour within minutes. Parvathy snatched her doll and ran inside. She was soaked through. She grabbed a towel and started to dry her hair. Quickly she undressed and leaving the sodden pile on the floor pulled an old, faded dress off the peg. It was then that she heard it. The sound was something between a snort and a grunt.

       She peered into the living room but there was no one to be seen. The merchandise lay on the floor abandoned. The clipboard and pen lay next to it, inventory half done. Two cups of barely drunk tea sat forlornly on the little side table.

       In a panic, her eyes cast around for her mother. Where was Amma? Then she heard it again. That odd sound coming from her mother's room. The door was shut. She didn't dare open it for fear of finding some alien creature behind it. Instead, she carefully and quietly clambered on to the table propped next to the wall and peered in through the little mesh window.

       Parvathy nearly screamed in horror. She had to clamp her hand over her mouth and steady herself. It looked like her mother was being assaulted by a boar. Her eyes were closed and her hair swanned around her head like a fan. Her saree7 had been pushed up to her waist. The creature, whose back was covered in black fur, was holding her down and pushing, pushing into her. He grunted as he collapsed on her. Her mother opened her eyes and wept. Parvathy nearly seized the knife from the kitchen to go attack the beast.

       Then the strangest thing happened. Her mother smiled and cradled the creature's face and kissed it. Her heart knocking wildly against her rib cage, Parvathy lowered herself hastily. She ran to the toilet and retched till there was nothing left but her heaving empty stomach. She stayed in her room all afternoon feigning a headache, her mind still reeling from the shocking image of her mother and that repugnant monster.

       The next few days she watched her mother silently. Her shadowy presence was as insubstantial as ever but now there was a subversive purpose to her stalking. She was convinced her mother had been possessed by an evil entity. What else could explain that bizarre, horrific scene she had unwittingly witnessed?

       She noticed now, how different Amma was in Appa's presence. She was quiet and timid, a docile wife, barely speaking unless spoken to. Her brothers too treated her with a quiet condescension that she bore smilingly. Yet, in their absence, she was a different person. Always humming and laughing. Preening in front of the mirror. Oiling her thick, beautiful hair. Putting kohl in her doe-like eyes. Trying on different sarees till she found a favourite. Aligning the dot just right on her forehead.

       She now shrank from her mother's touch, and withdrew even further from her. This was not her mother! Not the woman who had birthed her. How could it be? This was some sort of abomination. A parasite from the netherworld sucking
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