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Sootas and magadhas, let us sing ballads about the Kuru race once more. Let us salute Kuru and his son, Pradeepa. Let us salute Pradeepa’s son, Shantanu. Let us salute Ganga – she who sprang from Vishnu’s sacred feet, who witnessed birth, love, sin and death. Let us salute the great Bhishma, the renowned son Shantanu had by Ganga, who amazed even the gods with the harshness of his vow. Let us salute Vichitravirya, the son the fisherwoman had by Shantanu. Let us salute Dhritarashtra and Pandu, begot by Krishnadvaipayana-Vyasa upon Vichitravirya’s wives. Let us salute Vidura, the equal of Lord Dharma, whom Krishnadvaipayana had by a servant woman.

Then let us salute Yudhishtira.

Let us salute Kuru, whom Samvarana of the race of the Moon had by the daughter of the Sun, Tapati.

Friends, let us sing once more of the greatness of the races of the Sun and the Moon.
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PART 1

THE JOURNEY
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The sea was black in colour. The waves dashed against the shore, screaming, as if devouring the palace and the great city of Dwaraka had not sated their hunger.

The five of them stood on the rocks, gazing at the scene below in amazement, in disbelief. In the distance, at a spot that must have marked the crest of the victory pavilion of the old palace, the water was now still. In front of it, the slanting head of a tall, majestic pillar rose high. The small stone structures of the ramparts dotted the shore beneath as far as the eye could reach. A lone chariot that had escaped being shattered when the waves flung it down lay leaning on its side, its yoke sunk in the sand.

Vestiges of Dwaraka’s old splendour, which the deluge had masticated and spat out, lay scattered on the wet sand of the shore like the lifeless bodies of thousands of animals lying on a sacrificial site.

Yudhishtira whispered a warning to calm his now faltering heart: ‘Remember, all beginnings have an end. Oh heart, remember everything your grandfather, Krishnadvaipayana, said to you before the great journey.’

Arjuna, who had been compelled to witness the destruction of Dwaraka earlier than the others, moved back, reluctant to go down to the seashore.

Dwaraka had been trembling with fear. When they saw Gandeevi, everyone, including the women, had crowded around him, relieved that a protector had arrived at last. The women’s quarters in the palace had been terrorized by the nightmare of a female form with a black body and a face that grinned, showing huge white teeth. Wearing black clothes, she had prowled through the darkness of the corridors. Old mothers spoke of how they had begun to see evil omens much earlier. Jackals had come out of their dark lairs in the daytime in search of prey and howled in the middle of the city at high noon. The people of Dwaraka were relieved to see Arjuna, who had come to save them from danger. The women crowded around him, placing their trust in the speed of his hands, in the strength of his Gandeeva bow. It was a futile task to try to console them, saying that it had all been a bad dream. When the wicked dacoits had gathered up the women before his eyes and dissolved into the forests, Arjuna, the great archer, had wept within, knowing his strength had ebbed away. The modesty and good name of the women of Krishna’s palace had been torn to shreds among the wild thickets in front of him, and the echoes of their wails still rang in his heart. Meanwhile, the rough hands of the deluge-waves and the famished wind had already begun to attack the body of the now naked, shelterless city. In the sound of the waves dashing on the shore, Arjuna continued to hear a laugh filled with the arrogance of having erased the history of the Yadava race.

When he had walked through the emptiness of the battlefield of Kurukshetra earlier, after the great war had ended, weaving his way among carcasses and over rivers of dried blood, Arjuna had felt no sorrow. War was the dharma of the kshatriya race and death lay on the other side of victory. Krishna had walked with him there, reminding him wordlessly that everything that had happened so far had been a move in a chess game played by destiny.

Had Krishna, who died when a hunter’s arrow pierced him, foreseen his end? Krishna, who wielded the strength of his weapons and of his soul? Sighing, Arjuna thought that of the duo Nara–Narayana, man and God, that he and Krishna had been, only Nara remained.

Arjuna had taken a firm decision not to turn and look back when he started the great journey – not only at the road behind, but at any of the paths he had trod in life. Standing apart, away from the vague clamour of the waves, he warned himself once again: do not turn and look back.

Draupadi, Subhadra, Chitrangada, Uloopi, all the countless women whose names he could not even remember, had been nothing to him in life. As the brahmin who taught him the scriptures when he was young used to say, they had been no more than sacrificial flames set alight to offer his seed to the gods. Or mere ornaments for an archer to lift up and display at his moments of victory.

But Krishna, who had been nurtured by this little country and clan that the sea had swallowed and was now licking its lips over – that man had poured his love over him. For the first time, and for the last, he was aware of the vastness of a love that had no limits.

When he was young, Arjuna had tried to see all aspects of love in the teacher who had singled him out proudly in front of a multitude, declaring that this disciple was dearer to him than his own son – the ideal of love that a young man cherishes. Dronacharya had needed at that time to nurture self-confidence in the soul of his young disciple, knowing that the burden of the gurudakshina that he would demand from him later would be extremely heavy. The emotion felt for a sacrificial horse as it is led out to graze is also love.

Had Krishna not mastered the strategies of a charioteer, Arjuna was aware that he himself would never have become the leader the world now knew. Krishna was the friend who had always arrived to rescue him from the traps he kept falling into because of his pride, who had never found fault with him. Arjuna had faced many dilemmas in life, even contemplated suicide. He hoped the world would never learn that his heroic tale ended as it did, that Arjuna failed Krishna on the simple mission entrusted to him: the safety of Dwaraka. The ever-victorious Arjuna had watched, defeated, as the Kirata dacoits seized the women of the city. He now thanked his elder brother, Yudhishtira, silently in his heart for having finally taken the wise decision to lay down the burden of life, say goodbye and start on this great journey.

News of the calamities in Dwaraka had reached Hastinapura earlier. But when Sahadeva went to the palace to tell the women what he had heard, he had not realized that the destruction was so terrible.

Sahadeva looked at Nakula, who was staring at a particular point in the sea and realized that the years had not taken a toll on his brother’s physique. Older than him by a few seconds, Nakula’s face still had the liveliness of youth. His form was radiant even when clothed in bark. Nakula stood, walked, talked with the awareness that the eyes of beautiful women followed him through the little openings set into the doors. He had not given up the habit of standing with his head tilted slightly back and his right fist firmly planted on his waist.

Sahadeva gazed at the distant spot on the sea where Nakula’s eyes were riveted. The tip of the majestic pillar that had been visible earlier had sunk deeper and was continuing to sink. If he wanted, he would now be able to calculate how many seconds more it would take to become invisible. Mental exercises were always a delight to him. Sahadeva remembered that it was no longer necessary to astonish or amuse anyone. The great journey had begun.

When the pillar was finally submerged, Bhima suppressed the smile of simple delight that had risen to his lips and looked at Yudhishtira, who stood with his eyes closed and his head bowed. Bhima remembered what he wanted to say to Draupadi, who stood behind his elder brother, her head also bowed: that withered garlands had been lying on the seashore, in a narrow channel between the chariot sunk in the sand and a broken lion-pillar. Between the garlands, he had glimpsed a huge ruby, obviously part of some ornament, glowing like an eye of fire in the sunlight.

No, Draupadi would not have seen anything. Gazing only at her feet, she was trying not to see that Dwaraka had been destroyed. Bhima remembered that it had always been a habit of Draupadi’s to stand immobile, letting her mind wander over distant places.

Bhima suddenly thought of the short time he had spent in Dwaraka as a guest and student. The day he arrived, he had not felt the happiness of having come to an uncle’s house. Balarama, his cousin, had treated him distantly, emphasizing the difference in their ages. In the mornings, anxious not to waste time when the messenger came to call him, Bhima used to rise early and get ready – remove his ornaments, knot his hair over his head, wind his upper cloth tightly around his waist and smear boar’s fat over his body. He was always worried: would the guru teach him the secret strategies used when waging war with the mace, the ones he taught Duryodhana? It seemed to him that his guru often forgot that he had asked him to come for a lesson in the mornings. In the evenings, while the guru spoke through a haze of liquor, Bhima would sit at his feet, listening to everything he said. When would he reveal the secret of the strategies that Shukacharya had told him about earlier and that only Balarama knew? Bhima was uneasy at night, wondering what he should do or say so that the guru would show the same interest in him that he showed in Duryodhana. Whenever he took leave of the guru, he took care not to betray his disappointment at having learnt nothing new.

Krishna had been away at that time. And Bhima had met his uncle, Vasudevar, only twice: as soon as he arrived and when he said goodbye to him on the twenty-second day. All that had lingered awhile in his memory was the astonishment he felt when he encountered the wealth and prosperity of Dwaraka.

Yudhishtira began to walk forward. Bhima’s turn came next. He walked past Arjuna, who was trying to conceal his grief, climbed down the rocks and reached the seashore again. Yudhishtira had already gone far ahead. The others must be following, thought Bhima – Arjuna just behind and after him, Nakula. Behind Nakula would be Sahadeva, in front of Draupadi, who had to be the last.

So they walked through nights that knew no difference from days. As the miles fell behind them, Bhima felt that they were in the vicinity of regions they had wandered through earlier as pilgrims, during the period of their exile in the forest. Do not think of that, he rebuked himself. His teachers and his elder brother had said at the beginning of their journey: the mind that seeks the path of salvation should not engage in such activities.

The past no longer exists for us.

When memories and hopes are wiped out, the mind becomes still and unwavering, as pure as crystal.

Was not the sacred rivulet of Sira somewhere here?

Even if you see it, you must walk on as if you have not; that is the rule.

As the peaks of Himavan became visible in the distance, it seemed as if Yudhishtira’s pace quickened. Bhima walked on at his own pace, listening to the footsteps behind him, the swift intakes of breath.

The slopes of Himavan! On which side was Shatasringa, which caressed me when I was a child, Bhima asked himself. Was the hermitage of the sages who had given him his name and conducted his thread ceremony still there? Shatasringa, our foster-mother, do you see Bhimasena, do you see the Pandavas as they go on their final journey?

Bhima recalled a forest on the banks of the Ganga, on the western slope of glowing Himavan. A shrivelled forest. The fragrance of the madhuka flowers that had fallen during the last monsoon still lingered beneath the trees. Forest streams licked the bitumen off the rock surfaces in its valleys. There was a gleam in the eyes of the black-skinned beauty who ran through the forest, bearing the scent of the flowering kutakappala trees in her hair. Shadows stole shyly over the ground, screaming silently at the festive boisterousness of youth. Where, where were those forests whose names he did not know, the forests that had laughed, covering their eyes partially as they looked on his naked manhood?

Once they crossed the heights and descents and reached the other side, a thorny desert terrain stretched out before them. They had to continue their journey until they crossed the distant peak of Meru. After that, everything would end peacefully in yoganidra, where the mind lies between sleep and meditation. Bhima stopped when he heard a sob and a subdued lament in a voice that he could recognize in the midst of any chaos.

He called out in a voice loud enough for Yudhishtira to hear, ‘Wait, Elder Brother, Draupadi has fallen down!’

Without slowing down or turning back to look, Yudhishtira said, ‘I am not surprised. She lost the strength of mind she needs to find her way alive to the feet of the gods long ago.’

Bhima was taken aback. Was Yudhishtira speaking of his noble wife?

He heard Yudhishtira’s words, wafted to him on the wind, clearly, ‘She loved only Arjuna. Even when she was seated beside me for the Rajasooya sacrifice, her eyes were on him. Continue to walk, do not wait for those who fall down on the way.’

Yudhishtira kept walking.

Bhima heard the footsteps behind him come closer. His eyes steadily gazing at the peak of the great Meru mountain, Arjuna skirted Bhima who stood blocking his way, taking care not to touch him.

Bhima said to him, ‘Draupadi fell down.’

Arjuna did not seem to hear. Bhima wondered: had the wind, which blew so fiercely through the thorny bushes, making them tremble, deadened his tired voice? But he could find no more words to say.

A little later, as Nakula’s form of molten gold, perspiring with the effort of movement, passed him on his left, Bhima heard him murmur: ‘There is no time to wait for anyone.’

Bhima waited for the moment when the youngest one, Madri’s son, the one he always thought of as a child, would gather Draupadi up in his arms and go past him. Sahadeva would never leave her on the ground and go on. She was not just the wife for whom he had been fifth in line as a husband, she had also unstintingly poured a mother’s love over him.

But, in the end, when Sahadeva too went past him, looking neither left nor right, his eyes riveted on the footsteps of those who had gone ahead of him, his lips quivering in concentration, Bhimasena forgot the rules of the great journey. He turned around. And in that one moment when he forgot all the scriptures, all the rules, the peak of Meru that had invoked him with its invisible power, lay behind him.

Dragging his exhausted feet, Bhima retraced his path.

He stood by Draupadi, who had lost her balance and fallen on the scorched earth, among the thorny bushes. Her shoulder-bones twitched as she lay with her lips pressed to the earth, her breath faint. He knelt down beside her. Withdrawing the hand that had shot forward to touch her shoulder, he called: ‘Draupadi!’

Draupadi’s exhausted form stirred. She sat up with an effort. Bhima saw with relief that her eyes, which had first wandered all around as if seeing nothing, were gradually becoming clearer.

But he saw only disappointment reflected in them. Yudhishtira and Arjuna had not waited for her. No one had waited.

He repeated, ‘I am here.’

Her eyes became hard, then grew moist. They followed those who had gone ahead, into the emptiness of the desert. She saw no one. The wind had erased even the footprints of those who had gone that way in search of eternal peace.

She looked at Bhima, who stood bewildered, not knowing what to do for her. He saw the silent questions that crowded her eyes.

Her lips moved. But he could not make out the words she managed to speak. He longed to know whether they expressed gratitude, or were a prayer, or whether they asked for forgiveness. Or were they a curse on those who had gone away?

He waited for her lips to move again.

A prayer took shape in his mind: say something, for the last time, say something. Just once.

Once again, Draupadi’s tired head slipped down.

Somewhere in front of them, could he hear the sound of the wheels of the heavenly chariot approaching to welcome Yudhishtira? Somewhere very far away?

What he actually heard, however, was from the distant past. Chariot wheels rolling over palace courtyards, forest paths, the battlefield …

Bhima sat down sorrowfully, waiting for her eyes to open, gazing steadily at her.

Then he smiled.


PART 2

THE MURMURS OF A CYCLONE
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1

I remember the journey from Shatasringa to Hastinapura only vaguely. I had climbed into the chariot because I wanted to see the sights on the way. But I slept most of the time. I would wake up when we reached resting places on the wayside, then go back to sleep.

While waiting at the fortress gates of the capital city, I could see the mansions in the distance. On either side of the doorway, below statues of lions, stood four guards with swords at their waists and long spears in their right hands. The spear-points glittered brightly above their red head-dresses.

What fascinated me were the huge drums that hung outside the doorway, on either side of the flagpole. I turned around to ask a question and noticed that Mother looked uneasy. A thought arose in my five-year-old mind when I saw her face as she stood there with Sahadeva on her hip and Nakula pressed close to her knees: Mother was afraid! I realized it was not the moment to ask questions.

Among the ascetics who had accompanied us from Shatasringa was one who was very old. He went with the other brahmins who had come with us to meet the guards and came back alone.

Mother asked, in a voice tinged with anger, ‘How long are we to wait?’

The old ascetic said, ‘A messenger has gone to the royal court. Pandu was the king of Hastinapura. Therefore, his wife and children have to be received with all due ceremony.’

My elder brother, Yudhishtira, stood quietly behind Mother. My younger brother, four-year-old Arjuna, who was running to and fro among the stationary chariots, came up to me and asked, ‘Is this our kingdom?’

I did not reply.

Before we started on our journey, when the servant maids were getting us ready, Mother had said to us, ‘We are going back to the capital.’

I had often wondered why we had been living in tents in the forest when a kingdom and all the comforts of life were waiting for us. The servant maids had told us of the obsession the kings of the Kuru race had for hunting. I had asked myself repeatedly: at the time when, after performing the Ashvamedha sacrifice successfully, my father should have been ruling over the country, wielding power and prestige, why had he chosen to go and live in the forest with Mother and our younger mother, Madri? It was difficult for me to understand a passion for hunting that lasted six years. Besides, kings who set out to enjoy the pleasure of the hunt did not usually take their queens with them.

I knew, as we waited at the gates of the fortress, that we were the princes of Hastinapura, where our father’s elder brother, Dhritarashtra and his children lived. Aunt Gandhari had sent messengers bearing gifts and pearl-studded jewels to the forest. And we had heard much about Bhishmacharya, whom we had been taught to revere like a grandfather. It was he who had brought up my father and his elder brother. Our real grandfather, Krishnadvaipayana, they said, was always away, wandering around the sacred forests.

Aunt Gandhari had given birth to a son at the same time as I was born. I had heard the servant maids whisper to one another that if my uncle had not been blind, and had not therefore entrusted the kingdom to my father who was his younger brother, it was that child of Gandhari’s who would have become the crown prince. My elder brother, Yudhishtira, now had the right to the throne of Hastinapura. It was he who had been told to light my father’s pyre in the forest, seventeen days earlier.

I looked at my elder brother, who stood half-hidden behind Mother. I thought he too was afraid. This brother, who made a fuss if we even touched him while playing, saying we had hurt him: was it about him the sootas and magadhas sang songs of praise? The songs said he would conquer fourteen kingdoms and earn the title of Emperor.

Suddenly, conches sounded and drums thudded from within.

Groups of people had started to gather, perhaps because they had heard we were waiting at the fortress gates. Many of them were women. People were pointing at us and saying something to those behind them. As the crowd swelled, those in front came closer. Watchful, Mother rebuked Arjuna softly for straying away from our group.

The palace guards moved to either side and the bodyguards came out. In the group of people following them, I noticed a man walking rapidly towards us. His grey hair was knotted above his head like a crown. His beard was white. Taking long strides, he overtook all the others.

Mother said, ‘Walk on, walk on …’

She set Sahadeva down and greeted the man respectfully, her palms joined above her head. Then she knelt down before him.

He touched her head and said, ‘All the boys have come, that is good.’

Mother looked at my elder brother and said, ‘Prostrate yourself before your grandfather.’

We prostrated ourselves before him one by one, in order of our age. As Nakula and Sahadeva waited for Mother to indicate their turn, he swept them up together in his arms.

By that time, a noisy crowd of men and women had gathered around us.

I looked at the grandmothers who were embracing Mother. We greeted them one by one, according to the instructions of the sages.

A man stood at a distance from all of us, watching and smiling. He was one of the group who had accompanied Grandfather Bhishma. He wore no upper cloth, no ornaments. I thought the eyes that peered through the wavy hair that fell over his forehead had a smile in them. He was thin and tall. He was not a brahmin, nor did he wear the decorations of a kshatriya.

Mother noticed him when she broke free of the group of women. She quickly prostrated herself before him. He smiled and said something to her but I did not hear what he said.

Mother’s eyes were searching for us.

‘Prostrate yourselves before your younger uncle, Vidura.’

Someone pushed Yudhishtira from behind so that he stood in front of us.

After Yudhishtira had made his obeisance, Uncle embraced him and said, ‘You look even more radiant than I had imagined, child.’

When the courtesies were over, Uncle gripped my shoulder in a caress and said to someone who stood near him, ‘Bhima has grown bigger than Duryodhana!’

People washed our feet with water. The crowd that was pushing itself closer to us began to sound vociferous. Bhishmacharya called Vidura and said something to him. Vidura spoke to the old ascetic, who was part of the group which had come with us from Shatasringa: ‘The brahmins, the noblemen and all the families who are gathered here have come to meet the sons of Pandu. Please introduce them.’

The old man came up to us and then turned to the crowd. The royal group at the fortress gates and the crowd around us fell silent, waiting to hear him speak.

‘The great and benevolent monarch Pandu, king of the Kauravas, is no more. You all know that.’

He paused.

His voice grew louder as he started to speak again.

‘Noble people of Hastinapura, extend your welcome to the brave sons that Pandu had by his wives through divine boons while he was in Shatasringa!’ Taking Yudhishtira’s hand, he led him forward. ‘This is Yudhishtira, the son of Kunti, Pandu’s eldest son, born through the blessing of Lord Dharma. The prince who will one day be famed by the name of Dharmaputra, Dharma’s son.’

My elder brother smiled. He was always careful to display the exact degree of humility each occasion demanded. He was being very attentive to Mother’s instruction that all eyes would be upon us and that we must therefore conduct ourselves with the dignity proper to princes.

Someone moved me forward.

‘The second Pandava, born from the blessing of Vayu, the Wind God, Lord of one of the eight directions. Bhimasena is destined to become extremely strong.’

Thinking that my uncle’s son, Duryodhana, might be somewhere among the group of women and would hear this, I held my head high and looked for him. Did these people not believe the ascetic? They were laughing. Were they laughing at Vayu’s son, destined to become the mightiest of the mighty?

The ascetic lifted up Arjuna, then set him down and said, ‘Arjuna, the middle Pandava. The young warrior born of the God of Gods, Indra. Celestial voices proclaimed at his birth that he will subdue all archers.’

He then pointed to Nakula and Sahadeva, one of whom straddled Mother’s hip while the other clung to her hand, ‘Nakula and Sahadeva, twin sons of Madri, who fell upon her husband’s funeral pyre, choosing to follow him. When they grow up, no prince on the face of this earth will be able to challenge these boys, born from the blessing of the Ashwini Devas, in intelligence and beauty.’

The smiles on people’s faces had vanished. They looked stunned: it must have been at that moment that they remembered the deaths in the forest. I too felt sad when I recalled my younger mother, Madri, who had flung herself into Father’s pyre and died. The servant maids had comforted us, saying that many kshatriya women had done the same thing.

One of the ascetics said, ‘Let us get ready to conduct the funeral rites for Pandu and Madri, who performed many good deeds, lived in the forest and earned wealth in the form of sons so that the Kuru race could grow and flourish. Once the mourning period is over, let all the noble brahmins and lords conduct prayers and sacrificial rituals to honour the gods who conferred this wealth in the form of sons upon them.’

Vidura said to Mother, ‘Come with me, the king is waiting for you in the court.’

Mother went in with all the old women. Yudhishtira followed, holding Vidura’s hand. Arjuna and I walked behind Grandfather Bhishma. The women had hoisted Nakula and Sahadeva on their hips. Fascinated by everything they saw in Hastinapura, the little ones laughed delightedly.

A woman whose face was entirely concealed by a black cloth wrapped around her head waited alone at the entrance to the main hall of the court. Mother ran up to her and fell at her feet in obeisance. She lifted Mother up and said, ‘Forgive me for not coming out to welcome you. You know I never go out.’

We did not need to be told who she was – our aunt Gandhari, who always covered her face and never went out. Her messenger used to bring us gifts. I longed to see the face behind that black mask. We prostrated ourselves before her in turn, then stood within the circle of her long, slender arms on which the blue veins stood out clearly. She said to each of us softly, in a voice that was almost a murmur, ‘May you prosper.’

Mother wiped the tears from her eyes.

My aunt placed her hand on Mother’s shoulder and said, ‘Walk on. He is waiting.’

My blind uncle. When she had learnt he was blind, my aunt had decided to cover her face, live within the confines of the palace and never go out.

He was alone, his presence filling the couch placed in the centre of a space surrounded by intricately carved wooden pillars. A forest of hair rose above a golden band, in the centre of which glittered a jewel. Devoid of pupils, his eyes were like white circles. His heavy jaws moved constantly, as if he were chewing. I was frightened when I looked into his rolling eyes, and stopped some distance from him. Was he chewing on something, or muttering to himself?

Mother said, ‘I am Kunti, who has become a widow. My sons and I bow before you in obeisance.’

He placed his hand on my head when I prostrated myself before him. Standing afterwards within his embrace, I was suddenly struck by the size of his massive arms.

He said, ‘These five boys are also my sons from now on.’

Mother wiped tears from her eyes once more.

I felt that his feeble voice did not suit his massive frame.

One of the songs I had heard the sootas sing in the forest had been about this uncle. It said that King Dhritarashtra had the strength to subdue 10,000 elephants in rut. While Nakula and Sahadeva were prostrating themselves before him, I avoided looking at his eyes and gazed instead at his huge hands and broad chest. How small the devachhanda necklace with its hundred strands looked, lying on the expanse of his wide chest! The singers were right. His hands were as massive as sala trees. If he had had eyes, he could have defeated all the kings with just those huge arms.

Maybe the sootas and magadhas who wrote the songs had exaggerated a bit. But it was clear that this uncle had the strength of at least one rogue elephant.

I suddenly noticed three boys who had entered the hall and were standing behind Uncle. The one who stood on his right, running his fingernail over the golden bubbles on the corner-piece of the couch kept staring at me. Long earrings hung from his ears and a rashmikalapam necklace with fifty-four strands lay over his breast like armour. I said to myself, it looks ugly on him. I was probably jealous, since I wore only an ekavali chain with a single strand.

Having sent away the people who had come from Shatasringa with gifts, Grandfather Bhishma joined us in the court.

He saw us children standing at a wary distance from one another and smiled. ‘Come, Duryodhana and Dussasana. You are all going to be together now. Chitrasena, child, come here.’

Uncle was speaking to Vidura, ‘You must perform the funeral rites for Pandu and Madri. Make sure the brahmins are given all the usual gifts.’

It was Chandrasena, the youngest of them, who came up to us first.

Duryodhana had been born on the same day as I. Not moving from where he stood behind the couch, he continued to stare at us. I tried to smile at him. He pretended not to notice. He looked bigger than me.

As we walked towards the palace kept ready for us, I laughed.

Yudhishtira looked at me warningly. Pretending I had not seen him, I said to Arjuna, ‘Did you see, Uncle’s sons are wearing flowers in their hair!’

My elder brother said, in a tone that implied there was nothing strange about this, ‘Blockhead, princes usually wear flowers in their hair. There were not enough servant maids in the forest to bring us flowers, that’s why we didn’t wear them.’

I had been about to say something else, but I kept quiet, since he had called me a blockhead. When Grandfather Bhishma had called them to meet us, Dussasana had looked at his elder brother, as if asking him what to do. I had wanted to ask Duryodhana, isn’t it difficult to wear a burdensome necklace with fifty-four strands? Dussasana, the younger brother, wore only a manavakam chain with sixteen strands around his neck.

When we were at Shatasringa, I had once listened with great interest as Mother set out all of Father’s jewels to teach my elder brother about the different kinds of ornaments and their names. I had secretly decided at that moment that, when I grew up, I would wear a star-necklace with twenty-seven huge pearls. I had heard that it was the necklace that best suited intrepid warriors with massive bodies.

Why had Duryodhana looked at us with such resentment? Even when I smiled, he had continued to look grave.

Preparations were still underway in the palace that had been set apart for us.

One of the older servant maids came up to me and said, ‘Let me look at you properly.’ The maids caressed us, one by one, telling us stories as they did so. There had been a cyclone here in Hastinapura the night I was born in the forest. Vultures and owls had screeched. Jackals had come into the palace grounds and howled. Astrologers had observed the positions of the stars and predicted that I had been born in order to annihilate my race. The old woman reminded us that this prediction was equally applicable to Duryodhana.

Many people came to see us, most were palace attendants. They stood respectfully before Yudhishtira, who was only a year older than I, their palms joined. Yudhishtira would be a king in the future. Therefore he remained serious most of the time, smiling only when necessary as he accepted these courtesies.

Nakula and Sahadeva were in the hall inside, with Mother. The visitors paid their respects to Arjuna as well, since he was going to be the greatest of archers. Before they left, they recalled the story of the strange child who had fallen down from someone’s arms as soon as he was born and, instead of being injured, had shattered the rock on which he fell. So they came and looked at me with amazement. Pretending to hold me close and caress me, they pressed various spots on my body, testing its strength.

I was surprised to learn that stories had reached the palace about me as well. I had heard, while we were in the forest, of how I had fallen once from my mother’s arms and how, when she picked me up, terrified, she had been very relieved to find that nothing had happened to me. But the story had gathered strength as it made its way here.

I hid my embarrassment. Was my build so different from that of other children?

On our first night in the palace, we were served abundant quantities of food and there was a variety of dishes. I made the discovery that food could be made in so many varied forms and with such a multitude of flavours. In the forest, anything we could find to fill our stomachs when we were hungry had been considered food. Those who served us smiled as they refilled my empty plate. Yudhishtira looked at me warningly, as if to say this was not suitable behaviour for a prince, but I pretended not to notice.

At night, an old soota came and sang ballads that narrated stories from the past. When he began to sing the tale of how King Shantanu had seen Ganga and desired her, Yudhishtira asked him to stop. We had heard it so many times. So he sang the story of the serpents, Kadru and Vinata, instead.

Feeling sleepy, I went away. When I lay down, I thought about Father’s death. All of us had to perform the funeral rites the next day. But if we were to believe what the ascetics had said, was it really my father who had died? The father whom I, who was going to become so mighty, must venerate, was the God of the Wind – and he was immortal.

From the time I could remember, we had been taught to pray to three forces: to Indra of the thousand eyes, Fire with seven flames and Rudra who had been born as the blazing light of Brahma’s fury. I looked at Arjuna, asleep next to me. At least one of the prayers he recited daily must reach out to his father, Indra.

Did my father, who was the Lord of the Hurricanes, ever think of me?

I had a dream that night: a mighty elephant in rut lunged forward to attack me, tossing its tusks. When I tried to climb a tree to escape from it, a watchman brandishing an axe barred my way.

I woke up with a start and found my elder and younger brothers sleeping on either side of me.

It seemed to me that I had seen the face of the axe-wielding watchman who guarded the tree somewhere. It resembled the face of Uncle’s son, Duryodhana.

Half asleep, I closed my eyes and prayed silently. ‘O God who chains the stormy winds, I, your son, a child five years old, am here.’

The god who was my father did give ear once to my heartfelt prayer. Many years later.
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Our youthful years in Hastinapura were filled with very busy days.

Before day broke, we would begin to hear music in which strains of the conch, the mridangam, the veena and the flute mingled. Reluctant to get up, I would lie in bed. In a little while there would be the sounds of brahmins performing their rituals of purification. The intermittent thudding of drums would follow; then the trumpeting of one of the less obedient elephants from the distant sheds and the clatter of horses’ hooves keeping time with the rolling of chariot wheels. During that period in my life, I thought that the most beautiful music in the world was the sound of rolling chariots.

The five of us had begun to sleep in separate rooms and each of us had a charioteer to serve us, as well as shudra women as servant maids. In the morning, once we were ready, we had to go to a class where we learnt the Vedas. I was always the last to arrive. Our uncle’s sons were taught in another place. We had heard that Vidura’s sons would study with us, but they did not come. I asked why, and Yudhishtira said, ‘It’s just as well if they do not come. They are shudras.’

Grandfather Bhishma and Vidura would sometimes stand at the door and observe us. Our teacher stood up to pay obeisance only when Grandfather came. Signing to our teacher that he should continue, Grandfather would walk away hurriedly.

After this class, we would practise with weapons in the courtyard of Shukacharya’s residence. We were by ourselves there as well. A year later, when Kripacharya began to teach us, Uncle’s sons came to train with us. Three of our teacher’s senior disciples came to assist him.

Princes are required to learn four kinds of warfare, waged with chariots, elephants, horses and foot soldiers. One could become a rathaveeran, a warrior who had mastered fighting from a chariot, only after becoming adept at waging war from a chariot drawn by a single horse. The soota ballads included heroic stories of how Bhishma had waged war against the kingdom of Kashi in a chariot drawn by a single horse and brought back our grandmothers, Ambika and Ambalika, as brides for Vichitravirya.

After we received instruction in the use of weapons, we had to bathe and then eat. Before we went to the inner hall for a meal, we had to go and see Mother. She now lived alone in a palace. Its southern wing was empty. Our grandmothers and our great grandmother, Satyavati, used to live there. On the day when the last rites for our father were over, they had all left with our grandfather Krishnadvaipayana for the forest. I had heard it said at the time in the palace that they were going to perform penance in order to attain a very special Heaven known as Devapadam.

Later, however, I learnt that Grandfather Krishnadvaipayana had advised the women to leave Hastinapura quickly, rather than stay and witness the many riots and quarrels that were going to break out there.

Krishnadvaipayana had watched from a distance while the brahmins performed our father’s funeral rites. It was then that I saw him properly. I had heard that he used to come sometimes to Shatasringa at night. His dark-skinned, slender body was completely smeared with ash. Matted hair carelessly bundled up in a knot; a yellowish beard that had grown so long, it completely concealed his neck; a length of coarse bark wound around his waist. His light red eyes glowed bright. I observed him while the rituals were being performed. We had heard that he was immortal. No one knew the Vedas and Shastras as well as he did. It was because our grandmother, Ambika, had been terrified at the sight of him and closed her eyes that her son, our uncle Dhritarashtra, had been born blind. And our grandmother Ambalika had turned pale with fear and given birth to my father Pandu, a baby devoid of physical strength. The next time, my uncle’s mother had sent her servant maid. The woman had not been afraid of him and he had therefore given her the boon of a son who had no deformities at all. I did not know whether that fearless servant woman was still in the palace. I had not heard anyone speak about her. It was said that, thanks to Krishnadvaipayana’s blessing, her son, Vidura, grew up to be so intelligent that even the greatest teachers revered him.

I saw nothing in Krishnadvaipayana that was frightening. But he stayed at a distance from everyone and no one went up to speak to him.

When he set out for the forest with his mother, Satyavati, who was bent double with age, and my grandmothers, Ambika and Ambalika, he had given orders that there were to be no followers, no mourning.

My mother was alone now.

I had assumed that Mother did not know how we were faring in our studies under Shukacharya and Kripacharya, for she never came anywhere near the weapon house.

But one day Mother sent for me.

‘Are your studies going well?’

‘Yes.’

‘And what are you most interested in?’

Kripacharya had started lessons on various types of combat strategies. It was war with the mace that really interested me.

But I said, ‘Bahuyuddham, fighting with my bare hands!’

Mother’s face darkened. ‘Bahuyuddham is for low-caste people. Kshatriyas should learn it, of course, but …’

Mother was silent for a while, as if thinking of something. ‘I was told that you’ve been harassing your uncle’s sons.’

‘Who, me? I …’ I was distressed, not quite knowing what to say.

Mother said, ‘Remember, it is always us they will find fault with. Do not allow yourself to become known as one who brings evil to his clan.’

It was not I who had been born to destroy his clan, it was Duryodhana. I had heard the sootas muttering among themselves that Grandfather Krishnadvaipayana himself had predicted that calamities were going to take place soon. I was afraid that Duryodhana was spreading false rumours about me.

I often went to the elephant sheds when I had no lessons. There was an old hunchback among the mahouts. He looked as if he would be blown away if an elephant trumpeted, but even the wildest rogue elephant would obey him when he spoke. He had learnt from the great sages all the texts that dealt with elephants and the treatment of the diseases that they were susceptible to. He used to allow me into the sheds with him.

King Dhritarashtra’s elephant was as big as a little mountain. Many of the elephants were named after old kings of the Kuru race. Since I was so interested in the animals, the old man granted me certain small privileges. I could touch their trunks and offer them bits of sugarcane. One day, he was showing me the spot on the forehead from which fluid would begin to ooze when an elephant was in rut when we noticed three people standing at a distance, gazing at the elephant shed – Duryodhana, Dussasana and Yudhishtira.

When I came out of the shed, however, I was taken aback. The third one was not Yudhishtira, it was Karna.

I did not even know his name at that time. He was just one of the boys who came with the Kauravas to Kripacharya’s classes.

I knew what their stance and their expressions meant. The three of them had evidently planned a united effort to knock me down. I was not afraid of facing them one by one. But I did not want to be defeated in front of the servants who worked in the elephant sheds. I avoided them and went out through the door on the opposite side, saying to the old mahout, ‘It’s getting late, let me go and have a bath.’

As I walked on without looking back, I heard footsteps rapidly approaching from behind. My legs trembled with fear. What if I ran away? But my cousins and their friend would turn that into a story: Bhima is not only a blockhead, he’s a coward too. Tales of how Duryodhana had taught many people obedience were popular amongst the children. Abruptly, I turned around.

Duryodhana was smiling. It was the first time I was seeing him smile. Like a reflection, Dussasana smiled as well. Th is younger brother always followed Duryodhana like a shadow, obeying everything he said. He looked as big as I was. And strong.

‘Take a good look at him, Duryodhana. Look at Vrikodara, who was born to kill all the Kauravas.’

It was Karna who spoke.

When I was a small child, my mother, noting my fondness for food, had said in jest to the senior-most of the servant women: ‘My second son is a real vrikodara, he has the stomach of a wolf! Whatever he eats, he’s still hungry!’

The name Mother had given me with such affection became a nickname that people in the kitchen area called me scornfully. And once it reached the outer halls and courtyard, it became a synonym for Bhimasena. Every time I heard it, anger would course through me.

I stood there like an idiot.

‘Blockhead! Are you the one who’s going to kill the Kauravas?’

Duryodhana stood in front of me, laughing contemptuously. In what was probably a pre-planned move, Dussasana slowly closed in behind me. The third one stood apart, ready to enjoy the game.

Even as I wondered how to escape defeat, I couldn’t help thinking that this Karna, some charioteer’s son who went around in Duryodhana’s gang, had an uncanny resemblance to Yudhishtira. Except that the supercilious smile on Karna’s face would never be seen on Yudhishtira’s.

I knew at once that Shukacharya’s rules for Dhanurveda, the science of archery, would have no relevance to my present situation. Duryodhana stood in the vyshakha stance: legs wide apart, balancing on his little toes, his knees firm. And Dussasana, on my left, was in the ardhamandala stance, his knees bent. The charioteer’s son stood apart, laughing softly.

Fury, not fear, blazed inside me.

The outer courtyard of the elephant shed was empty. I had to get this over with before any guards or servant women came that way.

In Shatasringa, as a child, seated on my mother’s lap, I had watched tribal people from the forests bring honey and bitumen as gifts and then stage fights to entertain us before they left. Those who fell down from the rocks would not give up, they would fight their way back to the top. Once, I saw a boy who still looked like a child grab a gigantic figure, lift him up and then fling him down. At the end of the fight, when he bowed before Mother, his dirt-smeared face wreathed in a broad smile, she threw him a gold bangle as a prize.

I realized that it was the rules of the forest that would serve me best here.

‘Poor blockhead, he’s trembling with fear. Spare him. Make him cross his hands, touch his ears and bend down low a hundred and one times, then let him go,’ said Karna.

I sprang forward before I could be attacked, a trick I had learnt. Dussasana had assumed that Duryodhana was my target, so he did not expect me to spin left suddenly, hold my chest in and hit him hard with my elbow. He was flung to the ground. I was unsteady on my legs for an instant, and Duryodhana threw himself at me before I found my balance. I was thrown so far that I fell against the wooden frame of the outer shed. I heard Karna laugh again.

But Duryodhana had fallen down as well. He had no idea how quick I, who had grown up running and playing in the forest, could be. Before he could get up, I fell on his back, wound my arms around his neck and pounded his ribs with my fists. Dussasana came running up to help, but I lunged at him and caught his hair with my right hand. Both of them were twisting and turning, trying to shake themselves free. I knew that if they succeeded, they would hit me till I was helpless. So I grabbed both their heads and dashed them against each other. Dussasana’s cry of pain spurred me on. I dashed their heads together again, and Duryodhana cried out as well. There was more anger than pain in his voice. Let me reduce these two to a state where they cannot get up, I thought, then I’ll deal with the charioteer’s son who had been enjoying the spectacle.

‘Let go of them, let go!’

People were shouting. My topknot had come loose and someone tugged at my hair authoritatively. I saw that it was Kripacharya.

It was clear that Karna had fetched him, although he was still standing at a discreet distance as if he had no part in anything.

Angry and tearful, the brothers babbled incoherently, unable to express what they wanted to say.

‘He’s always like this. We weren’t doing anything and he …’

I longed to say that it was not I who had begun it. I looked at Karna, standing apart from us. I wanted to let him know that I did not mind if he came at me, a third opponent. I would teach him a lesson when I got him alone, and use a whip to do so.

Kripacharya told us sternly that games like this had to be restricted to the weapon house.

Duryodhana’s eyes had reddened. He turned and looked at me as if to say, it’s not over yet, and walked away quickly.

Kripacharya tried to control his anger. ‘You are brothers. Have you already begun to fight?’

I did not say anything. He walked away, muttering to himself.

When I went to the river that day, my brothers had already had their baths and were on their way back.

‘Where were you?’ asked Yudhishtira.

I did not give him a clear reply. Nor did I tell anyone about how I had hurt Duryodhana. Surely Kripacharya would not think it a serious matter.

However, Mother asked me after a few days, ‘Son, did you spring out from hiding and knock Duryodhana down?’

Yudhishtira was standing beside her. He must have heard what happened and reported it to Mother at once.

I answered, ‘No.’

Yudhishtira reminded me, ‘You must not tell a lie.’

I looked at Mother and said, ‘I was not in hiding. The two of them together …’

Mother signed to me not to continue.

Yudhishtira came out with me and said, ‘All the children in Uncle’s palace are going to get together and teach you a lesson.’

‘Who said so?’

‘I heard.’

I described what had happened in detail only to Arjuna. He advised me to be very careful.

Arjuna used to go late in the afternoon to study archery with Kripacharya. Whenever we were together, all he talked about was archery. One must be able to challenge all the kings, he said, from a chariot drawn by a single horse. Every day, he meditated on his father, Indra. He was sure that his father would come one day to give him divine weapons.

Arjuna told me that the bow and arrow were not suitable weapons for me, and advised me to learn how to wage war with the mace from Shukacharya.

That day, after my evening prayers, I stood alone on the riverbank and meditated on the God of the Wind who had fathered me. Give me your blessing and make me exceedingly strong. Let your son, Bhimasena, be the first in rank in the use of all weapons.

What could I do to please the god who was my father? Who would be able to tell me? Maybe my father’s intelligent younger brother, Vidura, would know. But I did not have the courage to ask him. Although he was always somewhere near us, he seemed very distant and usually spoke only to Yudhishtira.

War fought from chariots for Yudhishtira, war with the bow and arrow for Arjuna: the teachers had already decided on who was to learn what. Yudhishtira was to be king – and kings had to be expert at waging war from chariots. Celestial voices had predicted much earlier that Arjuna, being Indra’s son, would be an invincible archer. Therefore he had to be given special lessons in archery.

Mother still fondled Nakula and Sahadeva in front of the servant maids in the women’s quarters and the kshatriya women who came to visit her. ‘These twins, Madri’s sons, are dearer to me than the sons I bore myself.’

Nakula and Sahadeva had no great aspirations.

Everyone knew that Mother had a very special affection for Arjuna, though she never said so openly. All the women in the palace loved Arjuna with his beautiful, dark skin. I had seen it in their eyes when we stood together.

The magadha nomads sang about Arjuna when they came to the palace. These singers were supposed to know the future. They sang of how, riding in his chariot drawn by white horses, he would subdue the world with a divine bow and a quiver that would never be empty of arrows. Beautiful apsara women would feel restless, consumed by desire for his dark-skinned body. Even Agni and Varuna would obey the commands of his sharp arrows.

Mother wiped her eyes, which had filled with tears of joy. When they finished singing, she poured gold coins into their hands.

I looked at the northwest and meditated upon the God of the Wind who kept watch there. Was my divine father, who was somewhere in the distance, listening to my prayers?

At that moment, a thousand ripples moved over the surface of the water, like the gathers of a dress unfolding. A gentle breeze suddenly wafted in from somewhere and tousled my hair. Invisible hands that had the moist feel of little drops of water embraced me.

Someone whispered in my ear: I hear you, I hear you.
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I knew that Duryodhana would rely on the support of his gang to take revenge on me. So I was very wary.

My aunt Gandhari had many children, and I did not know the names of many of them. Besides, her husband, my uncle, had had children by soota and shudra women. All of these children went around together.

On days when we had no classes, we went hunting. Sometimes the chariots went as far as the boundary of the forest. The hunters would organize guarded camps. Soldiers would go on elephants and agitate the forest, so that all the animals came out of their lairs. Archers would then shoot down the fleeing animals with their arrows. These were part of the lessons that kshatriya youths had to learn.

One of Kripacharya’s older disciples, Nirbheekara, led these expeditions. We – that is, the older children – spent our time with the archers in the camps. While the rest of the group waited for the game to be cooked, we were allowed to wander as far as we liked in the forest, provided we stayed within earshot. I was sure Duryodhana would take his revenge on me during one of these expeditions.

I was delighted every time a hunting expedition was organized. I looked forward to the moment when an animal fell down, pierced by an arrow that had been released after the hunter had carefully calculated how swiftly the prey could run. Holding my breath, I would wait for the instant that directly followed the twanging of the bow, thinking, there, now the animal is leaping high into the air. And then, when it lay on the ground, immobile, I would look at the archer and see a smile of victory on his face. Whether he was a soota or a shudra, I would want to embrace him.

When we met each other during Kripacharya’s lessons on weapons, Duryodhana always turned his face away, while Dussasana’s look held a warning: your day is coming.

In the forest, I was very careful never to wander too far from the crowd.

One day, as we were setting out on an expedition, Arjuna said, ‘Watch me shoot an arrow and bring down an animal today.’

We had not yet been given our own bows and arrows. These expeditions were meant for us to study the forest and the way animals moved. The older boys carried spears and hung hunting knives in leather sheaths at their waists. Both were just ornaments.

That day, the forest had been agitated, but not a single animal had come near our camp. I was with an archer from Ahichhatra, one who had just joined the army. Suddenly, we heard cries from the camp on the other side. An animal had fallen. Hunters often cried out to announce danger, but these were the rarer cries of celebration.

We joined the hunters as they assembled in a clearing. A huge buck had fallen. Smiling broadly, full of happiness, Arjuna received the felicitations of the hunters. He was ten years old at that time, and I was eleven. I felt proud of my younger brother’s triumph. I gripped his shoulders and pulled him towards me.

Yudhishtira said to him, ‘Don’t forget, a kshatriya has to offer a sacrifice to give thanks to the gods when he shoots down an animal for the first time.’

I looked at Duryodhana. He was standing with his back to us, casually conversing with someone, as if what had taken place was a trivial thing.

On the way back, I was right at the end of the group. Duryodhana and his gang had left earlier, so I ambled along slowly, listening to the calls of the forest birds. I could let my guard down.

And then I heard the cries.
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