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Reva

This morning 

the Narmada drapes itself

in a quilt of pale mist.

A man

takes a plunge,

cutting the ripples.

The river swells.

The river swells.

in my chest,

clutching

my throat.

My throat.

clutching

in my chest,

The river swells.

The river swells.


Memory 

I

Outside, May

a crescendo

of heat.

Inside,

The cooler exhales

its khas smell.

A child

draws a world

in dust,

stone by stone.

Too young

to know

time.

Gone.

II

Father,

on his

black Bajaj.

Dal warmed,

rice fluffed,

aam panna

poured into glasses.

A family

of four,

one behind

the other

on a scooter.

Home.

III

Mother,

her eyes,

milked over

with time.

The year

my albino,

Chikki

died

I learned

to measure

evenings.

From the curve

of our street,

mother’s TVS scooty

whistled:

peep

peep

peep.

Each note

runs ahead of her

Returned.


Lament 

In the cold light of morning

your memory settles

a silted river

On a sprig of amaltas

gold split open by heat

a myna unwinds

barbed cry

A snake writhing

half-shucked from its skin

Moss thick on the walls

a slow green illness

this city bares its teeth

I search them all

for your smile


Meeting God at Narmada 

The sky dissolves in incense.


I hear the distant calm of temple bells.

At night, the Reva1, moonlit, is unlike itself,

a silver blade unsheathed beneath the charcoal sky.

From Dhuandhar’s mist

smoke and river

become one breath.

I close my eyes and see flames

orange, red, breathing.

The current pulls my name from the water.

I hear it as if for the first time

until my sight breaks,

until flame is all there is.

By morning, worshippers arrive

to stand where I stood.

A goddess enshrined in every eye

destroys as she creates.

And all I see is an islet,

growing from the river.

Free me into water.

Let my fear go under.

Give me a million deaths, a million births.

Let me die and return,

die and return,

until I’m worn smooth as river stone.

My mouth opens.

Flame fills me.

The islet was here before me.

It will remain.

One night,

I, too, will loosen from the body,

and become

the flame.


________________

1 The Narmada River, also called the Reva, is one of the five holy rivers of India.
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