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            Introduction

          

          Kaaron Warren

        

      

    

    
      When I needed a particular kind of plant for a story, one that could grow quickly and liked the dark, my Facebook page filled with suggestions, along with writers talking about THAT story, the one they always wanted to write, about this tree…it was one of those times social media works, connecting people across the world, from a friend who lives four blocks from me to another friend on the other side of the globe. All of them with a story about a tree they wanted to write. It was Cath Brinkley who stepped up and said, ‘Let’s do this.’

      The discussion rang true for me, as well. I’ll never forget the thrill I felt when I first read about the redwoods, in a library book, which I borrowed again and again. It was that idea of age, of permanence, that these trees had been around for so long. Perhaps it’s the longevity of trees that seduces us, that some of them will know our children longer than we will. And the determination; those shoots, the trees coming up where no tree should. They have stood by innumerable human tragedies, love stories, terrible loss, wars, those cruelties of life, those magical moments of hope; they have stood by, silent and dependable. A childhood tree, re-visited as an adult still bears the scars of the time I climbed it in roller skates, proving a point I now regret.

      We’re all connected. Like the veins in a leaf, or the root system of that massive growth of Aspen in Utah, we’re connected.

      We connect back to our families, whether we know (or love) them or not, blood connections that aren’t always seen.

      We connect in our relationships, in our friendships, in the people we work with.

      I’m connected in one way or another with many of the people in this anthology. I met Maura Pierot online, when we were both headed for a residency at the Katherine Susannah Pritchard House in Perth. We didn’t know each other before that, and yet, over that period of six months, we both stayed in the same cabin.

      Jeff Clulow I used to work with, in the late 80s, in advertising in Sydney. We’ve recently reconnected through, you guessed it, Facebook.

      I first chatted to Pamela Freeman when we realised we had someone in common, a man who used to run the corner shop in the street where I lived. And there are connections with others as well.

      All of these stories are about connections, the relationships we build and build upon in order to survive and, if we’re lucky, be happy.

      There’s a restfulness about trees, isn’t there? They give us shade, and they are sometimes life-giving. And yet they can be the opposite as well, something a number of these writers explore in their stories. What if there was a malevolence to the tree?

      Jeff Clulow deftly captures the sorrow of loss and pain in The Wailing Tree. The loss of a child is a recurring theme, as is the loss of a loved one. We see it in Pamela Freeman’s The Body Grove, and in Carleton Chinner’s East of Everything.

      Some of the authors, such as KJ Taylor in The Changeling Tree, explore the nature of imperfections, and how perhaps we judge more harshly than nature itself

      Each of these stories ties seamlessly to the theme. They weren’t written to order, they come from the heart. Each makes much of the connectivity of trees, amongst themselves and to us, and this draws us in.

      Cath Brinkley has gathered an impressive slate of stories here. Some have dark twists, some represent pure fantasy, but there is a thread running through all of them; that heartfelt connection.
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            When Banyans Sway

          

          Shriya Bhagwat-Chitale

        

      

    

    
      It started as a joke. We never meant to let it get that far, and I don’t know how we got to the point of no return.

      That summer, I turned fourteen. Like every year, we left the city for our grandma’s place in the village. I was looking forward to seeing my cousins Ranjit and Piyali. This year, I would be the oldest, at least until Ranjit had his birthday. I was the big sister for now.

      When we arrived, Bhola, the house help, ran out to meet us and helped us unload the car. He carried the bags inside while my younger brother, Rahul ran into the house. I hung back with the grown-ups.

      My grandmother, Ajji, had made simple savoury pithla and fresh bhakri for lunch and we were all hungry and tired from the twelve-hour journey. Pithla and bhakri never tasted like it did at Ajji’s home, and we all ate together, laughing at silly jokes and enjoying listening to our parents complain about city life. The whole afternoon stretched ahead of us to unwind and rest. I didn’t want to nap, but there was something soporific about afternoon in the country; I dozed on an empty diwan on the outside veranda.

      In the kitchen, Ajji was organising tea and giving instructions to the maid, Soji Akka, for dinner. Then Ajji’s voice rose. ‘How stupid! Don’t tell me you believe in that rubbish.’

      Soji Akka mumbled something.

      ‘I will not have anyone in this household practicing black magic,’ Ajji said sharply. She rapped her knuckles on the table, putting an end to the conversation.

      I didn’t believe in that rubbish either. I was in secondary school and learning about scientific proof. Black magic was nothing but blind faith. Fragments used to manipulate people. Still, I was curious to know what it was that Soji Akka wanted to do.

      When tea-time came, we rose from our couches. We drank tea laced with ginger and elaichi, sipping it piping hot in spite of the high five o’clock sun.

      Afterwards, Soji Akka came around with an empty tray to take away the glasses.

      I smiled. ‘It’s okay. I’ll take mine,’ I told her, and I followed her to the kitchen.

      Soji Akka had seen us all grow up. She, her young son Chitti Babu, and husband Bhola, lived about five kilometres away in a smaller village. ‘Akka, I’m sorry Ajji shouted at you.’

      ‘Oh, it was nothing. She is an elderly lady. You know they get irritable.’ Akka didn’t meet my eyes.

      ‘Why was she scolding you?’

      ‘Oh nothing…’ Akka turned to go.

      That night, I tried asking Bhola, who was pleased that he had not gotten a scolding from Ajji. ‘The villagers think if they don’t conduct a sacrifice, the demon’s rage will be awakened. He’ll delay the rains and take away small children to make us pay,’ Bhola explained. ‘He lives in big trees, big banyan trees.’

      I laughed a little too quickly. ‘What nonsense,’ I said. Why would a demon stay in a banyan tree? If the demon was real in the first place. But what if demons were real and what Bhola was saying was true? Banyans were old trees; giants with long gnarly roots. Those root-trunks grew from the branches, the woody columns getting thicker and thicker, blocking out the sunlight, unlike any other tree. Maybe that’s why the demon liked banyans; they were good for lurking in.

      

      The next day, Ranjit and Piyali arrived, and I wasted no time telling them about what the villagers were planning.

      We had to see this. I ordered Bhola to find, dust, and oil the bicycles we used every summer when we visited Ajji’s house.

      The adults left us alone. We needed to be there for meals – which was never a problem – and as long as we kept our volume low in the afternoons when the adults napped, we could do what we liked. I decided to keep Rahul out of it, too.

      We pressed Bhola for exact details of the sacrifice. One evening, we got lucky. He’d been smoking weed and he told us all the details. He was so dozy he would’ve told us how to find his dead grandmother if we’d wanted to know.

      Three days later, we told our parents we wanted to go for a hike and a picnic to the Krishna River. We listened dutifully to their warnings about being responsible and not taking stupid risks, then we set off in exactly the opposite direction from the river, heading for the village.

      It wasn’t hard to know where the sacrifice was being held; people were walking in small groups of one and two towards a small clearing beyond the muddy canal at the edge of the village. We left our bicycles at the local paan shop and gave the man ten rupees to look after them. Then we followed the crowd. Their pace brisk, their heads lowered, they gathered in a ring around a captive rooster on the ground. They didn’t speak much, but when they did, they whispered. Still, we had to be careful to blend into the background. I’d thought ahead, ensuring we wore simple cotton clothes. We avoided eye-contact with the villagers.

      We waited behind the scrum of people, standing on our tip-toes to catch a glimpse of the action. Eventually, I nudged into the crowd, pushing my way to the front. First, the priest waved the incense stick and prayed before the rooster. The bird’s feet were tied with twine and it lay on its side on the ground at the centre of the ring. Its head twitched periodically and it uttered soft cries for help, trembling weakly.

      Another man came forward with a large knife. The rooster caught the scent of death. It crowed and flapped its wings desperately. Someone beat a cheap drum and a cheer erupted in the crowd. The man struck the bird in the neck, and I saw the rooster slowly stop fighting and lay still under the blanket of death.

      The crowd dispersed.

      We were silent on our way back to Ajji’s. That night, as I lay on the cotton mattress on the roof gazing at the starlit night sky with the others, Ranjit asked, ‘Do you really think it’s real, the demon getting angry? You think the sacrifice will chase him off?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ I answered.

      ‘I think it is, and we should just stop thinking about it,’ Piyali said, flicking her hair out of her face.

      ‘Let’s find out.’ Ranjit sat up.

      ‘How?’ I asked, also sitting up.

      ‘Stop it, both of you.’ Piyali got up to leave, ready to stride off downstairs in a huff.

      ‘Shut up, and sit down, Piyali,’ Ranjit chided his younger sister.

      ‘Don’t be mean to her,’ I shot at him. ‘Piyali, you don’t have to be a part of anything. But don’t complain later that we never let you play with us.’

      Piyali sat back down.

      ‘How do we find out?’ I asked again.

      ‘Plankchits,’ said Ranjit.

      I nodded. A simple home-made board would be enough to set up the game.

      ‘Let’s just do it now,’ Ranjit said. ‘That way there won’t be any doubt.’

      ‘I read in a book that ghosts come to this world on no-moon nights. Let’s do it then,’ I said firmly.

      ‘We’ll need four people,’ Piyali said.

      Everyone kept quiet.

      ‘Fine…’ Ranjit said, exhaling. ‘Chitti Babu…let’s get him.’

      ‘Chitti Babu…Yes, why not?’ I said.

      ‘You can ask Soji Akka to let him come play with us,’ Ranjit said.

      ‘Why me?’

      ‘You’re our big sister, no?’ Ranjit mocked.

      So, I asked Soji Akka to bring Chitti Babu home because we wanted to play with him. Soji Akka was busy in the kitchen. ‘Chitti Babu is almost eleven,’ I said. ‘He’s old enough to be left on his own with us at the house.’

      ‘Okay,’ she answered absently. ‘But when?’

      ‘Next week. We’ll all sleep together on the roof, play some board games; it’ll be so much fun,’ I said, getting the words out in one breath.

      ‘Okay, okay, fine’ Soji Akka said. ‘Chitti Babu will like that.’

      Ranjit made the board – alphabet from A-Z, numbers from 0-9. Together, we agreed on the place. We would call the spirits under the banyan trees near the Krishna River.

      Finally, it was the last night of our holiday. We told our parents it was too hot to sleep indoors and that we’d arranged our bedding on the roof as usual. We were all too excited to sleep, except Chitti Babu. I woke him. ‘Come on Chitti Babu, we have to go,’ I said, whispering.

      ‘Unnhhhh.’ Chitti Babu sat up. He was groggy. He rubbed his eyes and yawned. I grabbed his hand and pulled him up.

      ‘Where are we going?’ Chitti Babu asked.

      ‘It’s a secret. You can join us, but you can’t tell anyone, anything, ever,’ I told him. ‘Come on.’

      We climbed over the parapet, onto the sloping roofs, swung down from the beams, and dashed towards the river. Half walking, half-running.

      The river flowed like black velvet. Not a leaf moved. We picked the biggest banyan tree we could find, which stood alone in a clearing. It was as tall as a three-storey building. I counted the roots, eight in all, its long fingers dropping to the ground, planting into the soil, or weaving together and expanding into the canopy. It was like a cave made of leaves and roots. Younger roots, suspended in mid-air, formed an uneven fringe at the edge of the tree canopy.

      Piyali picked a spot nearest to the roots. She cleared it of grass, leaves, small stones and mud. Ranjit lit a candle and laid out the board. We placed a coin on the board. The youngest should go first, so Piyali started. She said she wanted to call her dead grandfather. Ranjit scoffed.

      Still, we held hands and said it together: ‘Piyali’s ajoba, if you can hear us, let us know.’ We said it three times.

      The coin rotated under our fingers, and we gasped.

      ‘Ajoba, are you okay?’ Piyali asked, excitedly.

      ‘Shut up, you idiot. How do you know it’s Grandpa?’ Ranjit snapped. ‘Whoever you are, please go in peace,’ he said.

      Oldest next. It was my turn. My eyes met Ranjit’s. ‘Demon of the tree, if you can hear us, make yourself known,’ I said, quickly.

      Piyali gasped. Chitti Babu’s eyes widened in fear.

      The coin rotated furiously. Suddenly, the wind picked up and the roots of the banyan tree, hanging loose, swayed.

      Piyali screamed. I grabbed her hand. We scrambled and ran. Ranjit was the fastest, and he didn’t dare turn around. Chitti Babu was the slowest.

      I turned to call to him to hurry up.

      The tree’s fingers, the roots, caught Chitti Babu and held him up. Ten feet in the air. The roots coiled around his feet, his waist, his neck. They wound around his face, his eyes, and then slowly receded into the dark root cave, swallowing him whole.

      My throat clamped down on my scream. My stomach dropped and my chest tightened. I felt hot and sweaty, and also cold. The others must have kept running, I don’t remember. The roots engulfed him until I could no longer see him. The tree creaked and grunted at me.

      In the end, Piyali came back. She grabbed my hand and dragged me towards the house.

      The next day, there was a search.

      We left for the city. They must have searched and searched and then given up. We never visited Ajji’s home again; our parents thought we were old enough to make up our
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