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Witch Hunting 
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The Scarecrow Woman

Maya Devi woke before dawn, as she always did, to the sound of dogs barking in the distance. Her slim and feeble physique with pale complexion disclosed the fact that she had mal-nutrition. She possessed a pointed nose and a pointed chin with numerous freckles scattered on her face that caused a sort of ugliness.  She walked unsteadily wearing almost worn-out white veil that covered the entire body and sometime swept the floor unnoticed. It seemed as if she was dragging her body rather than walking.  She was mistaken for a scarecrow on the erect position. 

She lit the small oil lamp before her shrine-three painted images of gods she'd salvaged from the river during festival season. Someone had discarded them after the celebrations. Maya Devi had cleaned them carefully, placed them on her small altar, and spoke to them every morning as if they were old friends.

She prayed to Ganesh-ji, bowing to His feet. “Why do people hate me... please, give me strength. Let them be kind. I just... I want to live in peace, to surrender myself to you,” she whispered.

The gods stared back with their bright, unblinking eyes.

She had been praying this same prayer for three years, since her husband Gopal died. Before that, she had prayed for her son Arun to return home. He had been fourteen when he disappeared-slipped away one night after the Maoists came through the village recruiting boys. That was eight years ago. She still carried his photograph wrapped in plastic against her chest, pressed between her sari and her skin where she could feel it with every breath.

Maya Devi stepped outside to water the small vegetable patch beside her hut. Three tomato plants, struggling. A patch of spinach, half-eaten by insects. She poured water carefully from her clay pot, not wasting a drop. The children from the neighboring houses had already begun playing in the lane.

"Witch! Witch! “They started shouting in chorus as soon as they spotted her.

She didn't turn around. She continued watering, her hands steady even as her heart clenched. The children grew braver when she ignored them.

"My mother says your eyes can make milk spoil!"

"My father says you eat rats!"

One of them, a boy who was of about ten, picked up a stone and threw it that struck her shoulder blade. She gasped, dropping the water pot. It shattered on the ground.

Witch!” the same boy yelled. The others echoed him-“Witch!”-and then they all tore off down the road, laughing like idiots.

Maya Devi knelt slowly and picked up the clay shards, her hands trembling now. That pot had been the last one Gopal made before the injury that took his leg, then his life. She pressed a piece of it to her chest and wept silently.

Empty Stomach

By midmorning, her stomach twisted into a tight, unyielding knot. She hadn’t eaten since yesterday afternoon, when the shopkeeper’s wife had tossed a handful of rice at her feet after Maya Devi had swept the doorstep without being asked.

She walked through the village lanes, her veil pulled low over her face. Most people crossed to the other side when they saw her coming. Some spat on the ground as she passed. She made her way to Kamala's house, a widow like herself, though Kamala had sons who sent money from the city.

Maya Devi knocked softly on the wooden door.

"Kamala-didi, it's Maya. Are you there?"

The door cracked open, but Kamala didn't step out. Maya Devi could smell dal cooking inside, and her mouth watered.

"What do you want?"

"Sister, I... I haven't eaten today. If you have any leftover rice-"

"I have nothing for you." Kamala's voice was hard. "Don't come here again. People are talking."

"Talking? About what?"

"About you. About your curses. Hari's buffalo died last week, and he says it's because you walked past his field."

“I didn’t curse anyone! I was just.......” Her voice broke, tears already blurring her eyes.

"Stay away from my house, Maya Devi. I have grandchildren to think about."

The door slammed shut.

Maya Devi stood there for a moment, staring at the closed door. Then she turned and walked back toward her hut, her empty stomach now joined by an emptiness in her chest that food could never fill.

The Child

The news spread through the village like fire through dry grass: little Sita, the five-year-old daughter of the headman, had fallen ill. By afternoon, she was burning with fever. By evening, she was convulsing. By midnight, she was dead.

The headman's wife's wails could be heard in every corner of the village. Women gathered at the house, bringing what comfort they could. Men stood in clusters, smoking bidis and speaking in low voices.

"It's not natural," someone said. "A healthy child doesn't just die."

"“It’s black magic,” another insisted, pretending he knew the culprit. “Someone cursed her, I’m telling you.”

By morning, Dhirendra the ojha had been summoned. He was a man of fifty with a thick mustache and knowing eyes, who made his living casting out evil spirits and identifying witches. He walked through the headman's house, burning incense and muttering mantras. He examined the child's body, still laid out on the cot where she'd died. He touched her forehead, her chest, her feet.

Then he stood and addressed the crowd that had gathered.

"This child was killed by black magic," he announced. His voice carried authority. "Someone in this village has the evil eye. Someone envious of this family's prosperity has murdered this innocent child with witchcraft."

The crowd murmured. Heads turned, looking at neighbors with suspicion.

"Who?" the headman demanded, his eyes red from crying. "Tell me who did that, and I kill them with my own hands."

Dhirendra closed his eyes, as if communing with unseen forces. When he opened them, he pointed a steady finger.

"The widow Maya Devi. She has been seen lurking around this house. She has been heard muttering curses. She practices black magic in her hut at night. I have seen the signs."

"That witch!" someone shouted.

"I knew it!"

"She killed the child......and ...” a man yelled, his voice breaking, then he stopped, or unwilling to finish.

Maya Devi was in her hut, praying, when they came for her.

The Accusation

The door burst open. Maya Devi looked up from her altar, startled, as five men pushed inside. She recognized them all-Ram Prasad from two houses down, Gopal the shopkeeper, young Santosh who used to play with her son, and two others.

"What-what's happening?" she stammered, rising to her feet.

"You witch!" Ram Prasad grabbed her by the arm, his fingers digging into her flesh. "You killed the headman's daughter!"

“What? No! I didn’t-I would never... I could never commit such a sin...” she pleaded, voice trembling.

"Don't lie to us!" Santosh slapped her across the face. Her head snapped to the side, and she tasted blood.

"Please," she gasped. "Please, I'm innocent. I've done nothing. I'm a devotee of God-"

"Your gods are demons!" Gopal spat at her feet. "You practice black magic. Everyone knows it."

They dragged her out of the hut. She shouted in agony glancing at her deities for help. She tried to grab hold of the doorframe, but her thin fingers had no strength. She was pulled into the lane where a crowd had already gathered. Fifty people, maybe more. Women she had known for decades. Men she had cooked for at wedding feasts in better times. Children who shrieked "Witch!" with delighted terror.

"I didn't kill anyone!" Maya Devi screamed. "Please! Listen to me! I loved that child! I used to give her flowers from my garden-"

"Cursed flowers!" a woman shouted.

"To poison her body.......” another woman spat, voice trembling with anger.

"To steal her soul............” another muttered from the crowd, as if she could see it happening.

They dragged her to the old banyan tree at the edge of the village. Her veil caught on thorns and tore. Her feet scraped against stones, leaving bloody marks. She looked up at the sky-bright blue, indifferent-and prayed.

Ganesh-ji, save me. Please. Show them I'm innocent.

Nothing happened. Ganesh-ji stood silently, watching something mysteriously. The sky offered no answer, only emptiness.

Her Scream

They tied her to the banyan tree with thick rope, binding her so tightly she could barely breathe. Her skeletal body pressed against the rough bark. The crowd formed a semicircle around her, their faces twisted with righteous anger.

"Confess!" the headman shouted. He stood at the front, his eyes wild with grief. "Confess that you killed my daughter, and maybe I'll make your death quick."

"I didn't-" Maya Devi choked on her words. "I swear by all the gods-"

"Your oath means nothing!" A woman pushed forward-Savita, the washerman's wife. In her hand, she held a long stick. Maya Devi's eyes widened as she saw what was smeared on the end of it.

"No," she whispered. "Please, no. Don't do this."

Ram Prasad grabbed her face with one hand, his fingers crushing her cheeks. He pried her mouth open, pulling her jaw down. She tried to thrash her head away, but he was too strong.

"Hold her!" he commanded.

Two other men grabbed her head, holding it still. Savita approached with the stick.

"This is what you deserve, witch. This is what you've fed the village with your evil."

Maya Devi's scream was cut off as the stick with human waste on the top was forced deep into her throat. She gagged her body convulsing. The taste, the smell-her mind went white with horror and disgust. She couldn't breathe. She was drowning, choking. Everything around the edges blurred, and then darkened.

The world faded to black.

The flames

When Maya Devi opened her eyes, she was lying on something soft. No-not soft. Straw. She could smell kerosene. Her body wouldn't move. Every nerve felt severed from her brain.

She blinked slowly. The sky above was darkening to evening. Faces peered down at her from above, ringed in orange light. Torches.

Someone was praying. She realized, distantly, that it was her own voice, barely a whisper: "Ganesh-ji... Arun, my son... Gopal, my husband... wait for me..."

She heard the strike of a match.

For a moment-just one moment-she saw her son's face in the crowd. Arun, grown now, a young man. But no, it wasn't him. Just another stranger's face in a village full of strangers.

The flames caught. Arun screaming his first cries in her arms.

She expected pain, but instead there was only a great warmth, spreading from her feet upward. It almost felt like being embraced. She closed her eyes.

In her final moment of consciousness, Maya Devi saw herself as a young bride again, laughing at her wedding. Gopal was beside her, whole and healthy. Arun was being born screaming his first cries in her arms. She saw herself watering her garden on a morning when the children greeted her with smiles instead of stones.

The flames consumed her body, but in her mind, she was finally somewhere else.

Somewhere kind.

After

The next morning, children played near the charred remains of the pyre. The ashes had been scattered by the wind. No one spoke of Maya Devi anymore.

But three nights later, another child fell ill with the same fever. And then another.

The epidemic took twelve children before it burned itself out.

Dhirendra the ojha left the village quietly one night, his pockets heavy with the money he'd earned.

And in Maya Devi's abandoned hut, the oil lamp before the shrine had long since gone out, leaving the place in darkness. The deities who were considered as her protectors stared at nothing, witnessed everything, and remained silent, impossibly still. No one spoke to the idols anymore; no one even dared step inside, fearful that her spirit still lingered within. And so the people of the village would simply point at the forsaken dwelling and whisper, “The witch’s hut.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Fruit Seller
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Border

Subas crossed the border into Nepal on foot, carrying everything he owned in a cloth bundle: two shirts, one pair of trousers, a photograph of his mother, and three hundred rupees folded inside his shoe.

There was no fence, no checkpoint, just a line on a map that people crossed every day. The open border between India and Nepal had existed for generations, allowing free movement of people who shared language, culture, and desperation. On one side: Bihar, his home state, where the land was fertile but opportunities were scarce for the person like him, where young men like him had nothing to inherit but poverty. On the other side: possibilities.

He was twenty-one years old.

The bus from his village had taken twelve hours, rattling along roads that were more pothole than pavement. He had stood most of the way, crushed between other passengers, breathing diesel fumes and dust. His mother had cried when he left. His father had said nothing, just placed one hand on his head in blessing. It was the same old hand smeared with years of labor. The same hand that had worked the same small plot of land for forty years without ever getting ahead.

"Send money when you can," his mother had whispered. "Your sisters need dowries."

That weight-his sisters' futures, his parents' old age, the interest on loans his father had taken for seeds that failed-that weight was heavier than any basket he would ever carry.

Subas walked into Kathmandu with no contacts, no plan, only the vague knowledge that cities meant work and work meant survival.

––––––––
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Kathmandu

He wandered for some days in search of job. He found work in Kalimati, the sprawling wholesale vegetable market on the edge of Kathmandu. It was a chaotic place-hundreds of trucks arriving before dawn, unloading pyramids of cauliflower, sacks of potatoes, crates of tomatoes. Porters like Subas carried these loads on their backs from truck to shop, from shop to cart, all day long until their shoulders bled through their shirts.

The work was brutal. The pay was barely enough to rent a corner of a room shared with five other men from Bihar. But Subas had crossed the border to work, and work he did.

He woke at four every morning when the market came alive. He worked until noon when the sun became unbearable, then rested in whatever shade he could find until the evening trucks arrived. He ate once a day-dal-bhat at a cheap stall run by a woman from Jharkhand who sometimes gave him extra rice when business was good.

At night, lying on his thin mat with the sounds of the city pressing in from all sides, Subas counted his earnings. Fifty rupees. Sixty rupees. Seventy on good days. He sent half home every month and saved the rest in a cloth bag tied around his waist under his clothes.

"What are you saving for?" asked Raju, one of his roommates.

"My own business," Subas said.

Raju laughed
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