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Based on a true story.

 

…because people keep asking me

about the time 

I interviewed the devil.


No one really believes me when I describe how a little woman tossed five men across the room. I guess it belies expectations, but what happened that dark stormy night was nothing ordinary. 

In all honesty, I got tempted into that midnight tryst when a pamphlet was thrust into my hand one bright sunny day. It read something like a superpowers wishlist. 

“WANT BIG PENIS?” the headline yelled.

Who doesn’t, I cringed. I expected the next line to promise safe abortions but there were more interesting cures on offer. Things that bulged my eyes out of their sockets. Did I want to recognize my enemies or peer into the abyss of lost lovers? I didn’t know that was even possible, but the practical uses of the magic soon became apparent. Buried somewhere between winning a court-case and getting thin really fast was landing a job. I gasped. Mama Gladys, the witch doctor, had a herbal cure with no side effects.

I never did visit Mama Gladys because the unemployed can languish only upon time rather than money. But somehow her pamphlet acted like a cosmic magnet that kicked the universe into gear, and I was soon drawn into a series of coincidences that put me squarely in front of an elderly man who looked like anyone’s grandfather. 

He was calm and gentle when he asked me what I was doing with my life. Of course I had no answers. I was a writer and that implied wandering around to find them. He on the other hand, I dared to whisper, was the magician. Perhaps he could tell me?

“I can only show you a direction,” he said. 

My disinterest was clear. Yet another Easter-egg hunt for profound wisdom, I was not game for. He didn’t smile, didn’t frown. He simply got up to leave, and that was when the heebie-jeebies of being left to my own devices again overwhelmed me. 

“Bhai!” I called out his name rather desperately.

Facing me with his back, he swung his walking stick up. The choice to get beneath his wing was all mine. 

In a room at the back of his home, Bhai lit a candle and kicked my chair closer to the table. Before me was a stack of ordinary kitchen plates flanked by a saucer in which he dropped a few strands of saffron. By then the kettle began to howl and Bhai poured a shot of the boiling water into the saucer. When the saffron shards turned the water orange, Bhai put a feather in my hand.

“Write!” he growled, slamming a piece of paper from his breast pocket on the table. 

“Where?” I wondered. The cryptic text was not a language I’d seen before.

His eyeballs skirted toward the plates, then sidled over to the door in which direction his feet followed. I was left in the dim light all by myself. The bars on the windows discouraged a nimble escape and, around me, the house creaked as loudly as the voice in my head. 

“You fool!” my thoughts jeered at me. 

I suppose for a writer struggling with his own words, writing someone else’s was not a bad start, so I got busy dipping the feather into the saffron well and copied the text. Not that there was more magic than labour in the task but it felt ominous enough to watching the saffron marks disappear into the plates. The writing was barely visible by the time I’d finished, and common sense too dissolved when I found Bhai again in the lounge. He was sitting in the dark, talking to himself, not at all embarrassed that I’d caught him. 

“Take it here,” he instructed. From his breast pocket he fished out a scrap of paper with an address scribbled upon it. 

“It’s late,” I squealed and took a step back, “I have to get home.”

“Don’t you want to see what you’ve done?”

“Done?” I gulped.

Bhai pressed the switch on the floor with his slipper and the lamp altered the mood in the room. He didn’t smile, he didn’t frown. 

“Come back in eleven days,” he said after reading my face. It was the exact number of plates I’d written for him. 

A week later I was watching the world dance in my garden. When I closed one eye the frangipani’s jumped left, then when I winked the other, they switched. It was all a lovely distraction from Anjoo, my landlord, who was at my door all morning. I slipped out into the garden which I knew was quiet enough to avoid paying the rent. Besides, my last encounter with Bhai was lingering in my mind.  

Even as a writer, I could find no words for it. Who was this guy to think he knew what I was capable of, what I’d done? At first I thought it a clever strategy to weasel more free labour out of me but little omens kept drawing my attention. The humidity in the air for instance. No clouds were billowing up in the sky but the invisible warning of the upcoming summer rains was still clear.  Something was about to happen.

That mysterious anticipation began the night I delivered the plates. I wasn’t in the mood for the old man’s errand but handed the package over anyway to a man who looked like a furniture salesman. Not the type I’d peg for believing in magic. I searched his face for clues as to what I’d done but got only a smirk before the door was shut in my face. 

I stood on his dreadfully silent porch wondering if he’d just seen a sucker when a chilling scream echoed from within the house. I took that as a sign too, and mozied on over to the bar instead of home. There I emptied my pockets of all the coins found stuck between the cushions of my couch. 

“Beer or whiskey?” the barkeep grunted.

“Milkshake!” 

Sugar was always a soothing medication for me. It transformed the dark drinking hole into a colourful adventure and I was reminded what life could be like without having to fight through every day. 

“Geez if I had a penny for every time I heard that one,” the barkeep sniggered. 

With a rag between his fingers, he pinched-up yet another glass to dry from the dishwasher. I meanwhile I followed his nod over to the end of the bar. There, hanging upon himself, was the leftovers of a man. His beard was growing out of his nose and most of the hair he had left sprouted out his ears. The hobo turned to me with a solemn face.

“Hell I’m pretty useful too!” the hobo drawled, then laughed so hard that his dentures fell into his beer. 

The rude awakening threw me off my chair. I ran into the night. Fast and furious as those omens came, I preferred to rather not see.

And so, exactly eleven days later my pockets were still empty and I found myself at Bhai’s door again. It swung open before I knocked. Bhai stepped outside to tell me I’d arrived just in time. Then he pulled on his coat to take me on the distraction I was looking for. 

We were back at the furniture salesman’s house in a jiffy. Bhai hobbled onto the porch and struck the door with his stick. As we waited, a sense of war hung about him, perhaps because the house felt like a mortuary inside. We took our shoes off at the entrance to a room at the end of a long passage while womenfolk on the other end huddled upon each other to catch a glimpse. 

At first I guessed Bhai to be some sort of celebrity, but all eyes were on me. They were whispering from behind their hands but I didn’t need to hear those women. I could tell when I was being laughed at. It seemed there were some expectations I wasn’t fully aware of. Putting my shoes aside neatly, I wondering what I’d gotten myself into?

It was not pretty. As soon as I entered the room, I was forced to back-up against the door. Bhai was directing two grown men in pinning a frail woman to the ground. With eyes sunken into their sockets, she reached out to me for help. Me being too frozen to respond angered her and then the situation really got out of control. 

Like a rabid dog she pried herself loose and turned on us. The man I met before was the first to get it. From the way she threw him against the wall I guessed he was her husband. Everyone called him Chota anyway, which means small. Her father was none too lucky either. He caught a perfume bottle with his face before she turned on me with drool hanging from her mouth. 

“Focus!” Bhai shouted, throwing a bedsheet at me. 

“On what?” I yelled. Was he really expecting me to tuck her in?

The answer was obvious though and I was forced to become the menace I was expected to be. I threw the sheet over her and, while she dawdled, we managed to draw her to the ground. Eventually a collective effort subdued her, each of us holding her fast at the extremities. She kicked around beneath the sheet before tiring out. Finally, she heaved a great sigh and her back collapsed into the floor. All was still. 

Her attack was so intense that I hadn’t the nerve to ask if we were doing the right thing or not. So small a woman with such great strength however was proof enough for me to just let the morality slide. From then on I was ready to obey whatever Bhai commanded, in the hope of course that we wouldn’t get arrested for whatever this was. 

But once things simmered it was obvious that Chota’s wife was not her usual self. He stroked her face trying to calm her down.

“Hush now Amina,” he encouraged.

“Go fuck yourself!” she screeched back, snapping her jaw at his hand so harshly that her father’s face dropped. 

It seemed their whole family was being torn apart by her behaviour. I felt sorry for them, for Chota in particular. With a wife like his
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