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To all lovers of ghost stories, haunted places, 
and suspiciously crunchy mangoes!

This happened some twenty years ago. My uncle, a toddy enthusiast, took me on a bus to the sleepy little town of Bhoothalli, tucked away in the remote heart of southern India. 

For those of you who are unaware, toddy is a warm, spiced drink the adults craved but meant nothing to me then.

Toddy Uncle did not want to miss the annual Toddy Festival occurring in the village. As the festival organisers did not permit children, he assigned me to a lone fruit vendor for a couple of hours. Nevertheless, I’m still not sure why I, a child aged eleven, accompanied him on this expedition.

Without further ado, let us go into the story, shall we? Some argue short stories do not require a prologue. However, this is not a conventional story. It is a horror story.

––––––––
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The day shone brightly under the sun's rays. The Indian Summer was at its intense best, sparing no sentient being as everyone and everything basked and sweated in equal measure.

After winding through narrow roads for an hour, navigating paths riddled with potholes and swirling dust, the bus screeched to a halt on the rugged, winding track into Bhoothalli. 

Toddy Uncle and I were the only passengers who got off at this stop.

The driver yelled, “You two, get off now. I still have a long journey ahead.” The other passengers joined in, echoing his demand.

Toddy Uncle disliked the bullying tone. He growled back, “Stop barking, you idiots!”

The driver suddenly calmed and said slowly, “Fine, take your time getting off. I still have a long way to go.” Since this was the only bus serving such a remote area, he added, “Make sure you’re waiting right here for me. Yes, I’ll be by that tree when I return this evening, assuming you want to get home today.”

Toddy Uncle said with a growl, “Certainly, we are going back home today!”

We stepped on the hot sand. Toddy Uncle seemed to be in a bit of a rush, urging me to walk faster. The scorching sun and the heat were stifling me from within. We walked towards a gigantic banyan tree that offered ample shade from the blistering heat. 

In the tree's shade sat a young man on his knees, and in front of him was a wicker basket of ripe mangoes, arranged haphazardly. The young man’s hair seemed matted and greasy, indicating he had never washed it in this life or any prior one. He had a squint and shook his head like a pendulum. “Would you care to buy a mango or two?” he enquired, with his eyes half-closed.

Toddy Uncle greedily plucked two mangoes from the basket and threw a couple of coins into the outstretched palm of the fruit vendor’s hand. The poor man scrambled to collect the coins, which had now splayed on the sand near his feet. 

Uncle greedily devoured one whole mango and handed me the other.

As I savoured the sweet juice of the mango, Uncle Toddy beckoned me to sit on a rock near the fruit vendor. “Now, Balu, listen carefully, my boy. I have an important vow to fulfil here. There is a Toddy Goddess festival taking place, and the Goddess came to me in a dream last night, asking that I visit her temple to pay my respects.” 

Uncle slipped a few more coins into my trouser pocket. “Stay here with this squint-eyed fellow and enjoy some fruit. I promise I won’t be long. God bless...” He said this and hurried into the thicket before I could even open my mouth, which was full of mango juice, to protest. I felt baffled, confused, scared, and enraged by his actions. 

Left with no other options, I clung to the rock, feeling abandoned for no reason, rhyme, or crime. I felt cursed. “Uncle Toddy has left me to die alone!” I wailed, flicking a small pebble onto the sand.

“Don’t worry, child. Your uncle has just gone to grab a drink. He’ll be back soon,” the fruit vendor said, waving his arms dismissively. 

I heard the distant sound of thunderous drums. 

“The festival has started,” the vendor muttered to himself. “I better get going soon.”

The sun beat down with an unrelenting, searing intensity that scorched my skin. Somewhere in the distance, pipers shrilled on their reeds, filling the air with a jarring cacophony that vibrated against the eardrums.

I jingled the coins in my hand, watching the fruit vendor who had darted right into my personal space. He’d been sitting on the floor a moment ago. I don’t understand how we ended up so close. I looked at his feet. This time, I was in great disbelief. He had no toes! He had webbed feet, resembling those of a duck. I grew uneasy when he tried to thrust his hand in my pocket. Yes, he was after my coins. I shoved him back, the rough bark of the banyan tree scraping my skin as I scrambled to the other side. Pressed against the trunk, I smelled the damp, earthy musk of the roots while watching the fruit vendor approach. He swung his head like a rhythmic pendulum. My fear tasted metallic, turning my palms slick with an icy sweat that had nothing to do with the humid afternoon heat. He moved with the twitchy gait of someone possessed, his laughter echoing against the silent trees.

I stood there, frozen. I sent a silent prayer to the heavens, squeezed my eyes shut, and pleaded for this to be nothing more than a dream, a fleeting dream that would soon vanish. It’s just a dream... only a dream, I whispered to myself, eyes still tightly closed.

A gentle tap on my back. I swiftly turned around. A kind old man, bald and short, stood before me. His eyes radiating a warm, protective gaze. He tapped his walking stick twice on the ground, signalling a benevolent presence. The old man commanded, “Take this stick and beat the guy black and blue.” I hesitated. “The only way to tame such beings is whacking the evil spirit residing within them,” the old man declared triumphantly, flashing his wooden staff like a swordsman.

The fruit vendor had already submitted to the old man; he made a quick escape, leaving his basket of mangoes behind. “I must appease the Toddy Goddess as well,” the vendor said, his voice fading while he ran behind the thicket.

I became apprehensive about the whole situation. Behind the thicket, a whole new world seemed to exist. Toddy Uncle and now the fruit vendor had made a quick dash. 

Calmly, the old man said there was nothing to be afraid of. He collected his wooden staff and leaned towards me. He observed me closely, maintaining very close eye contact, an unflinching gaze. I could clearly see his swollen, red eyes and the beads of perspiration on his sun-tanned, bald head. He smiled reassuringly.

I grew worried that my uncle had still not come back. The old man continued to fix his gaze on me. He came closer and whispered kindly, “Are you scared of something, child? No fear when Gagoopa is here.” 

I felt scared but couldn’t express it to a stranger. 

He patted my back and asked, “Who brought you here? Did you come alone all by yourself
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