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      Introduction


      I am delighted to see this collection of Rabindranath Tagore’s poems, plays and stories for children. For in English translations of Tagore’s writings, I feel that not enough attention has been paid, perhaps, to works that are suitable for infants and older children.


      I have read the translations with great care. To offer young readers an anthology of Tagore’s writings in English translation is indeed a laudable effort. In most regions of India, children do not study Bengali, except in the homes of some Bengali families living outside their home state. A time has come when we find children even in West Bengal studying in English-medium schools and for that reason, many children in Bengal also need to read Tagore in English translation. With the publication of this book, young boys and girls may now get a chance to acquaint themselves with Tagore’s works, if their parents choose to take this matter seriously.


      The minds of children are like fertile soil. Reading a fine literary anthology at this age can cultivate their literary taste. I studied in Shantiniketan from 1936 to 1938, from the age of ten to twelve. Tagore was not only alive, he was very active then. He was composing the dance dramas ‘Chitrangada’, ‘Tasher Desh’ (The Land of Cards) and ‘Shyama’. Now, reading the translation of ‘Bolai’, I am reminded of a day in 1937 when Tagore took our Bengali class. That day, the poet taught us the story ‘Bolai’ in the original Bengali. I had felt deeply touched by that story. We were taught in our school at Shantiniketan that every animal, every cat, every bird, had a right to live. From childhood, we were taught to care for nature, not to break a single leaf or flower from a tree. Today, when the planet Earth is endangered, Tagore’s teachings are doubly relevant. Infancy and childhood are indeed the ideal stages in life for a love of reading to be instilled in one’s heart, and to nurture a taste for literature.


      The selections in this volume are very good, and the translations extremely well done. ‘The Post Office’ and ‘Kabuliwala’ are excellent choices. One could of course think of minor alterations, and of adding to or substituting some of the items included here. The story ‘Anadhikar Prabesh’ (‘Unlawful Entry’), for instance, would be highly appropriate for these times. The central message of this story concerns a Brahmin widow who ignores the question of untouchability and caste purity, to shelter a terrified pig inside a temple, because the animal is in mortal fear. The collection called Shishu also contains several pieces by Tagore that would be suitable for young readers who are ten to twelve years old. But those are matters of personal preference. The selections in the present anthology are very well chosen. I am sure that they will touch the pulse of today’s children, and enhance their reading habits.


      This collection is a good and positive effort. I am convinced that this book will also contribute greatly to the process of developing the literary taste of young readers.


      November 2009

      Mahasweta Devi

    

  

  
    
      


      Poems
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      I Wish


      
        The flower thought, just imagine the fun

        If I could fly to any place under the sun!

        Determined, it spread its wings one day,

        Became a butterfly and fluttered away.

      


      
        The lamp, it wondered, day after day,

        How nice if I could simply fly away!

        Undaunted, its very own wings it grew,

        Became a firefly, and away it flew.

      


      
        Alas! thought the pond: how still I lie.

        While all the birds can happily fly!

        And so, on wings of mist, one day,

        It became a cloud and floated away.

      


      
        If I were a horse, through fields I’d gallop free,

        If I were a fish, I would swim in the sea,

        As a bird, I’d soar in the sky, so blue.

        Will none of my wishes ever come true?

      

    

  

  
    
      


      Hero


      
        Imagine, if I travel to distant lands, far and wide,

        Taking Ma along with me, on a long, long ride.

        Ma, inside the palanquin you would be,

        Door open just a crack, for you to see.

        And astride the chestnut horse, that’s me,

        Galloping along by your palanquin’s side.

        The flying horsehooves strike the ground,

        Raising clouds of brown dust, all around.

      


      
        Imagine, as the sun sets at the end of the day,

        Through the Field of Twin Lakes we make our way.

        Wherever we look, the land is bare;

        Not a human soul in sight, anywhere!

        The lonely landscape gives you a scare.

        ‘Where are we?’ you wonder, in secret dread.

        ‘Have no fear, my dearest Ma,’ I say:

        ‘There you can see the dried-up river bed.’

      


      
        Through a wide expanse of thorny grass,

        Along a winding track, suppose we pass.

        No cows and calves in sight; they’ve gone away,

        Back to their own village, at the end of day.

        Where you and I are heading, who can say?

        In the dark, it’s really very hard to see.

        ‘What’s that light? Out there, beside the lake?’

        Supposing that I hear you call to me.

        Ha re re re re re! A cry we suddenly hear.

        Who are those hordes, yelling as they draw near?

        You cower inside the palki, terrified,

        Praying to all the gods to take your side.

        The bearers drop the palki and they hide,

        Trembling, in the thorn-woods somewhere near.

        Supposing, then, I call to you: ‘No fear!

        Ma, why should you be scared when I am here?’

      


      
        The armed bandits shake their shaggy hair;

        Behind their ears, hibiscus flowers they wear.

        I shout at them: ‘I warn you! Stop right there!

        Not one step closer! If any of you dare,

        You’ll meet a deadly fate, for I declare,

        I’ll slash you all to bits with my bare sword!’

        At this, the bandits leapt up in the air

        Ha re re re re re! they all roared.

      


      
        ‘O Khoka, don’t go there!’ you plead with me.

        ‘Be calm,’ I answer you, ‘just wait and see!’

        I storm into their midst upon my steed,

        Flashing sword and shield, I make them bleed.

        O Ma, it was a fearsome fight, indeed!

        Your flesh will surely creep when you are told

        Of all the bandits who ran off in fright,

        And of the many bandit-heads that rolled.

      


      
        After fighting so many dangerous men,

        Khoka must be dead, you think. And then,

        All smeared in sweat and blood, I reappear,

        ‘The battle’s done. It’s over!’ I declare.

        You now step out into the open air,

        To kiss and hold me tight, in a close embrace.

        ‘What luck my Khoka was with me!’ you sigh.

        ‘Or else, what dire dangers I would face!’

      


      
        Every day, such dull things come to pass.

        Why can’t this tale come true as well, alas?

        For like a made-up yarn it would have sounded.

        And all who heard it would be left dumbfounded.

        ‘How can this be?’ Dada would ask, astounded,

        ‘Can Khoka be so strong? My little brother?’

        But our neighbours would insist, ‘It was a blessing

        That Khoka was right there, beside his mother!’

      

    

  

  
    
      


      Odd rhymes


      
        Said Baba Giraffe,

        ‘O Khoka, the quaint

        Shape of your body

        Makes my love grow faint.

        With hind legs so short

        And forelegs so tall,

        I wonder you’re able

        To walk at all!’

        Said Baby Giraffe,

        ‘See your own shape too.

        No one can fathom

        Why Ma loves you.’

      


      
        ***

      


      
        So freezing was the winter air,

        He longed for a pair of gloves to wear.

        But when to the market he went, to buy

        Some gloves, their price was much too high.

      


      
        Instead, a pair of socks he chose

        At a lower price, and went home with those.

        But on his hands they would not fit!

        He had been wrong, he had to admit.

      


      
        ***

      


      
        The cat said when he met the fish,

        ‘O listen to me, you tasty dish!

        Come into my mouth, so rosy,

        There you will be safe and cosy,

        For that is your Maker’s constant wish.

        The scheming kingfisher lies in wait

        By the pond’s steep shore; it’s tempting fate

        To catch your enemy’s evil eye,

        For then it’s certain that you would die!’

      


      
        ***

      


      
        ‘Three fours make ninety,’

        Wrote Bholanath.

        He scored a zero

        When tested in math.

        ‘Three fours make twelve!’

        The schoolmaster cried.

        ‘My figure was greater,’

        Said Bhola with pride.

      


      
        ***

      


      
        A hundred million

        Years from now,

        If a heavenly boon

        Should suddenly allow

        The water creatures

        To find their voice,

        The sea would resound

        With all sorts of noise!

        The whales would roar

        And the lobsters bleat,

        And the hilsa would practise

        Ragas so sweet!

        In the southern breeze

        The conch-shells would trill,

        And the porpoise band

        Play a military drill.

      

    

  

  
    
      


      The Invention of Shoes


      
        ‘O Minister Gobu!’ King Hobu declared,

        ‘Do you hear? I stayed up all night,

        Wondering why my feet should be smeared

        With dust when I walk? It’s not right!

        The money you earn is your sole concern;

        As for serving the king, no one cares.

        For my feet to be soiled by the land I govern—

        What a terrible state of affairs!

        You must do something about it fast,

        Or this very day shall be your last!’

      


      
        Worried to death, Gobu started to sweat,

        For the king’s words had given him a fright.

        All the pundits paled at this royal threat,

        And the courtiers were sleepless all night.

        No stoves were lit, no food prepared

        In their homes, for they wept instead.

        With tears flowing down his greying beard,

        Gobu fell at Hobu’s feet, and said:

        ‘If we get rid of dust, what blessings sweet

        Shall we obtain, when we bow at your feet?’

      


      
        At this, King Hobu rocked to and fro

        In thought, then said: ‘That’s spoken truly.

        But first the wretched dirt must go,

        Then think about my blessings, duly.

        If blessings are lost for lack of dust,

        You are not worthy of your wages.

        Why then should I place my trust

        In all these scientists, all these sages?

        First things first; once that is done,

        All other battles will be won.’

      


      
        Reeling at the king’s commands,

        The minister hunted everywhere

        For learned men and expert hands

        From every land, both far and near.

        They donned their glasses, all those men,

        Took nineteen kegs of snuff in vain,

        And having pondered, said, ‘But then

        No soil means we can grow no grain!’

        ‘If that is so,’ the king enquired,

        ‘Why have all these men been hired?’

      


      
        A million brooms were now purchased,

        In a plan to make the world dirt-free.

        Such clouds of dust their sweeping raised,

        It choked the king, this cleaning spree.

        For dust, they couldn’t see clearly enough;

        The sun was lost in a dusty cloud;

        The dust made people sneeze and cough;

        The town was wrapped in a dusty shroud.

        Said Hobu, ‘In trying to end the curse

        Of dust, you’ve made things even worse.’

      


      
        With water bags, the bhishtis rush

        In hordes, to make the dust subside.

        With lakes and rivers turned to slush,

        No boat could float in the muddy tide.

        For water, water-creatures pined,

        While land-beasts tried to swim, in vain

        In depths of slime all trade declined,

        And fever plagued the whole terrain.

        Fumed the king, ‘What foolishness!

        To make my land a sodden mess!’

      


      
        Again came the wise men from far and wide,

        To talk about what could be done.

        They grew dizzy-brained and bleary-eyed,

        But the war against dust could not be won.

        ‘Let’s cover the earth with mats,’ they said,

        ‘We’ll smother the soil with carpeting.’

        Some said, ‘An airtight room, instead,

        Is a good place to lock up the king.

        If he treads not on the filthy floor,

        His feet will grow dusty no more.’

      


      
        Said Hobu, ‘The plan would work, I trust,

        But there might be a price to pay:

        This land will be ruined for fear of dust,

        If I stay locked up night and day.’

        ‘Then send for a leather-smith!’ everyone cried,

        Let’s wrap the earth in a leather pall,

        In a bag the filthy world we’ll hide.

        Let the great king’s feat be known to all!’

        ‘That’s easily done,’ they all agreed,

        ‘A suitable leather-smith is all we need.’

      


      
        Here and there the king’s men raced,

        To their other tasks they paid no heed.

        But no capable leather-smith could be traced,

        Nor hides enough to match their need.

        The aged master leather-smith now

        Came forth, and smiling, said, ‘O Sire,

        If you kindly allow, I can tell you how

        To easily gain your heart’s desire.

        Just cover your feet, and it will be found

        That there is no need to cover the ground.’

      


      
        ‘How simple!’ said Hobu. ‘But this is absurd,

        When the entire country has tried and failed!’

        Cried Gobu, ‘This man’s a wretch, by my word!

        Let him be speared! Then let him be jailed!’

        The leather-smith knelt at the feet of the king,

        And wrapped them in hide from heel to toe.

        Said Gobu, ‘I’d already thought of this thing!

        I wonder how this man got to know?’

        So that is how footwear had its birth:

        Gobu was spared, and so was the earth!

      

    

  

  
    
      


      The Little River


      
        Our little river, it meanders along;

        In summer, the water is only knee-deep,

        And cows and carts can cross it with ease,

        For the banks, though high, are not too steep.

      


      
        No sign of slime, the sands shine bright,

        On one shore, kash fields blossom white.

        Chirping mynahs throng that site,

        The jackal’s howl is heard there at night.

      


      
        Across lie groves of mango and palm;

        The village priests dwell in their cool shade.

        Girls and boys bathe close to the bank,

        Splashing with their gamchhas as they wade.

      


      
        At dusk and dawn, once their bath is done,

        They dip washcloths to trap small fish.

        To their household tasks the wives return,

        Having used river-sand to scour each dish.

      


      
        In Ashadh, clouds gather, the waters rise;

        The river’s in spate, the current grows strong.

        The air is rife with babbling sounds,

        As the muddy torrent swirls along.

        The woods onshore stir to life again,

        And our village wakens to celebrate the rain.

      

    

  

  
    
      


      Madho


      
        Jagannath the jeweller was a master of his trade.

        For landlord Kishanlal’s family, fine ornaments he made.

        To teach his son these skills, so he too would make good,

        He would catch hold of the little boy, whenever he could,

        And set him to work promptly, under his watchful eyes,

        And make him ply his tools, as he considered it wise.

        Sometimes, he would order the young lad to prepare

        Some tiny little trinkets for a small girl’s dolls to wear.

        At firing and melding, if the boy was ever slack,

        He’d yank him by the hair, and shower blows upon his back.

        If Madho ever got the chance, he would try to disappear;

        The folks at home couldn’t find him, though they hunted far and near.

        Beyond the town there was a lake that belonged to the days of yore;

        Madho would call some naughty boys to gather by its shore.

        They played at guli-danda, swung from boughs above the ground,

        And knew the orchards nearby, where the best fruits could be found.

        Madho would fashion fishing rods and staves from shishu wood,

        And when astride a pony, he’d make it run as fast as it could.

      


      
        Botu, Madho’s very own dog, was always by his side,

        Attacking lizards, chasing squirrels till they were terrified.

        In the world of mynahs, Madho enjoyed great fame.

        He fed them chhatu morsels, and the birds became quite tame.

        When it came to errands, Madho surpassed everyone,

        But as his father’s trainee, his work just wouldn’t get done.

      


      
        Dulal was the nickname of Kishanlal’s own son;

        The boy was such a terror, he was feared by everyone.

        A rich man’s pampered offspring, he was arrogant and vain,

        He dominated others, by subjecting them to pain.

        Botu once felt like a swim; to the lake he made his way,

        But when he reached the football field where Dulal was at play,

        The boy chased him with whip upraised, for reasons quite unclear.

        ‘Strike the dog,’ cried Madho, ‘and I’ll knock you down, d’you hear?’

      


      
        But still flailing his whip, at Botu young Dulal flew.

        Madho snatched the whip from him, and broke it into two.

        Madho stood his ground, his body trembling with outrage.

        ‘Do what you like!’ he shouted. ‘I am past caring, at this stage.’

        But Dulal was a coward, despite his domineering streak;

        He drew power from his parentage, but was physically weak.

      


      
        Dulal’s father Kishanlal sent out some twenty men;

        They caught Madho, and tied him to a bedpost, there and then.

        ‘Ungrateful wretch!’ cried Kishanlal. ‘You owe us the rice you live on!

        How could you dare to lay your hands upon your master’s son?

        This evening they will drag you through the streets, in pure disgrace;

        Dulal himself will flog you, in the public marketplace.’

      


      
        Armed men from the master’s house arrived at the end of day;

        The ropes that bound Madho lay there, but he had gone away.

        ‘What’s this!’ they asked his mother, and she answered them with pride:

        ‘I myself, with my own hands, my son’s bonds have untied.

        Madho was keen to go away, and I urged him to fly.

        “Better death than shame,” I said, and bade the boy goodbye.’

      


      
        She turned upon her husband, with a sharp, disdainful glance,

        And said: ‘A thousand times I curse your abject, slavish stance.’

        Five-and-twenty years went by. To Bengal Madho had gone.

        He married a girl belonging to the place where he was born.

        With growing children, Madho became a settled family man;

        Employed as a foreman now, a jute-mill’s work he ran.

        Then came a time when the market price of jute began to fall.

        When employers cut their wages, the workers sent out a call

        For a general strike; in thousands, they rose up in protest.

        ‘Fear not!’ the saheb said, ‘Madho, just stay aloof; it’s best.

        But join the mob and you’ll be thrashed, I warn you! Wait and see.’

        ‘I’d rather die,’ Madho replied, ‘but a traitor I will not be.’

      


      
        The police arrived at last, and brutal blows upon them rained.

        Some skulls were smashed, while many men in fetters were enchained.

        ‘I cannot serve you, saheb,’ said Madho, ‘I’ll have to go.

        To stomach the rice that’s earned with shame—I cannot stoop so low.’

        He set out for the land that was a home to him no more.

        His mother dead, his father too—gone were the ties of yore.

        They set forth on the road, their hearts shored up by hope anew;

        Would their wrenched-out roots now find the soil where they once grew?

      

    

  

  
    
      


      The Wise One


      
        Your Khuki, Ma, is really very silly,

        Your little girl is too childish by far!

        We floated a paper lantern in the sky,

        But she mistakes it for a rising star.

        If we serve pebbles on a toy plate

        And pretend it’s a fancy meal,

        She stuffs the stones into her mouth,

        Thinking the feast is real.

        Opening the pages of her primer,

        If I tell her, ‘Khuki, you must read,’

        Your Khuki starts to tear the text to shreds—

        Now that’s the way to treat a book, indeed!

        If I put a cloth over my face,

        And inch towards her in a menacing crawl,

        Your Khuki takes me for a wicked witch,

        And loudly at once begins to bawl.

        Sometimes when I am angry, if I glare,

        And wag my head, and rave and rant and bark,

        Your Khuki squeals in unrestrained delight—

        Does she think the whole thing is a lark?

        We know that Baba’s gone to some far-off place,

        But if I suddenly cry out, ‘There he is!’

        She quickly looks around, to search for him—

        Your Khuki is such a foolish little miss!

        When the washerman comes, if I attempt to teach

        His baby donkey how to write and read,

        ‘I’m Gurumoshai the schoolmaster,’ I state,

        But she still calls me ‘Dada’, paying no heed.

        Your Khuki wants to catch hold of the moon,

        And for ‘Ganesh’ she says ‘Ganush’ instead,

        Your Khuki, Ma, is really very childish,

        There’s no sense in her silly little head.

      

    

  

  
    
      


      The Supreme Gift


      
        The day the Pathans brought in a band

        Of captive Sikhs, enchained,

        By the victims’ scarlet blood, the land

        Of Suhidganj was stained.

        ‘O Tarusingh!’ the nawab said, ‘I

        Would like to let you go.’

        Asked Tarusingh, ‘O brother, but why

        Must you dishonour me so?’

        The nawab declared, ‘No grudge I bear

        Against a warrior so true!

        Just let them cut off your braided hair,

        That is all I ask of you.’

        ‘Your kindness I shall ever admire

        In my heart,’ brave Tarusingh said.

        ‘I’ll give you more than what you desire—

        With my hair-braid, my severed head!’

      

    

  

  
    
      


      Two Bighas of Land


      
        Just two bighas, that’s all there was, once debts claimed the rest of my lands.

        Said the Babu to me, ‘Upen, do you see? This plot must come into my hands.’

        ‘But you own the terrain!’ I cried, in pain. ‘Your lands are limitless.

        ‘While it’s plain to the eye, that space to die is all that I possess.’

        ‘Bapu,’ said he, ‘I’m growing this garden, you see, I’m sure you are aware.

        With two bighas more, its sides, all four, will make a perfect square.

        Concede you must.’ ‘But is it just?’ I pleaded, hands clasped to my breast,

        In tears, ‘O spare this poor man’s lair! This is my humble request.

        Where my own forebears had spent their years, the soil is more precious than gold!

        Though in dire need, I’d be a wretch, indeed, to let this land, my mother, be sold.’

        At this reply, fury reddening his eye, the lord was quiet awhile.

        ‘Well, we shall see what the outcome will be,’ he declared, with a cruel smile.

      


      
        Six weeks on, my land was gone, I left home for the open road.

        It was their decree unjust, that sell out I must, to pay a debt that I never owed.

        In this world, alas, those who wealth amass are the ones who prove most greedy.

        Whenever they please, the masters seize what belongs to the poor and needy.

        To myself I thought, the Almighty would not keep me cooped in the well of desire.

        So in two bighas’ place, He grants me the space of the great, wide world, entire.

        With a saint as my guide, in lands far and wide, I roamed in a sadhu’s guise.

        While on my way, I passed an array of sights to delight the eyes!

        But where’er I’d go, at sea or onshore, in lonely or crowded spots,

        Day and night, try hard as I might, those two bighas haunted my thoughts.

        Roaming in open spaces, river shores, marketplaces, fifteen-odd years went past,

        Until I felt one day compelled to return to my land, at last.

        I salute you now, to your beauty I bow, O Bengal, motherland mine!

        The breeze that blows on your Ganga shores fills my heart with bliss divine.

        The sky bends its brow to your fields below, it bows at your feet to be blest;

        Beneath the shady trees, in your hamlets, peace makes her quiet, tranquil nest.

        Your mango grove green, with its leafy screen, is the cowherds’ secret playground.

        Like the night-sky above, the deep, silent love of your lakes is dark and profound.

      


      
        Their hearts replete with grace, honey-sweet, rural belles with their pitchers return.

        I feel tears arise in my aching eyes; to call out ‘Ma!’ aloud, I yearn.

        Two days went by, the sun was high, when my very own village I found.

        The potter’s den I passed, and then, the chariot-festival ground.

        Past the market I sped, past the granary shed, and the temple shrine as well.

        With thirst aflame, at last I came to the place where I once used to dwell.

        In anguish profound, I gazed all around, turning this way and that, to see.

        Could it be true? By the wall, there still grew that familiar mango tree!

        As I wept in its shade, my pain was allayed, my heart found a sense of peace.

        In my mind’s eye, I saw scenes roll by, of my days of childhood delight.

        I could now recall many a summer squall that kept us awake at night—

        When dawn broke at last, we would race so fast, to pick the fruit strewn on the ground!

        The afternoon heat, so quiet and sweet, when we would play truant from class!

        I wondered: Alack! Can we turn the clock back? Can such things come to pass?

        A sudden breeze now sighed in the trees, making the branches sway;

      


      
        Two mangoes fell off, they were ripe enough: there, close to my lap, they lay.

        At last, I see! I thought, in glee, my mother has recognized me.

        Bestowed from above, this gift of her love I accepted reverently.

        Alas, just then, like an evil omen, the gardener appeared on the scene.

        The top-knotted man from elsewhere, began to rant in language obscene.

        ‘But without protest, I gave all I possessed!’ it was my turn to reply.

        ‘If I claim just a pair of fruits from here, must you raise such a hue and cry?’

        The man didn’t know who I was, and so, stick upraised, he marched off with me

        To the lord, who then, with all his men, was out on a fishing spree.

        Hearing the tale, the lord began to rail. ‘I’ll thrash you to death!’ he swore.

        For every word pronounced by the lord, his friends uttered ten times more.

        ‘Two mangoes, O sire, that’s all I desire!’ I pleaded, ‘Please grant my plea!’

        ‘A thief so wise, in a saintly disguise!’ sneered the Babu. ‘You rascal!’ cried he.

        I laughed, I cried, and wondered aside: ‘Is this what my fate has decreed?

        You’re righteous today, my lord, as you say, and I am a thief, indeed!’

      

    

  

  
    
      


      The Boy


      
        I was then of tender age, and slight,

        Like a wingless bird, my frame was ever so light.

        From the neighbouring rooftop, pigeon-flocks would rise

        And crows on our balcony rails would utter raucous cries.

        From across the street came the hawker’s cry,

        His gamchha-covered fish basket full of topshe fry.

        There was Dada on the terrace, his vision fixed afar,

        His violin tuned to the strains of the evening star.

        Casting English books aside, to Boudidi we’d race,

        A red-bordered sari framed her lovely face.

        Hiding her keys in a flowerpot, like a prankster from hell,

        I would try her temper, and test her love for me, as well.

        Kishori Chatujje would arrive at nightfall,

        In his left hand a hookah, on his shoulder a shawl.

        The tale of Lav and Kush he would recite, at speed;

        To my textbooks and notes I paid no more heed.

        How I wished, that by whatever means at hand,

        I could somehow join a minstrel-band!

        Travelling with my songs from place to place,

        I wouldn’t have a care about examinations to face.

        When the schoolday was over, homewards I’d go,

        And over our rooftop, I’d see the clouds hanging low.

        In torrents of rain the street was sunk,

        The pipes spouted water, like Airavat’s trunk.

        In the darkness, I listened to the music of the rain,

        And thought of the prince, lost in a boundless terrain.

        Of Kuyenloon, Mississippi and Yangtse Kiang I’d heard—

        The mountains and rivers that in maps appeared.

        The known, the half-known and the far-far-away,

        Wove a web of many colours, so bright and gay!

        A myriad movements, and sounds of myriad kinds,

        In a flimsy universe, encircled by my mind.

        Inside that world, my thoughts would lightly glide,

        Like birds beneath a cloud, or flotsam on a tide.

      

    

  

  
    
      


      Sparks


      
        The dark cloud hides the stars

        And thinks its power is proved.

        But when the cloud has faded away,

        The stars shine on, unmoved.

      


      
        ***

      


      
        That cloud above the skyline—

        As it passes by,

        With its shadow, watch it sign

        Its name across the sky.

      


      
        ***

      


      
        High in the sky

        See the new moon shine

        Like the bejewelled fragment

        Of a poetic line.

      


      
        ***

      


      
        The whispered words

        Of the stars at night

        Flower in the forest

        As blossoms bright.

      


      
        ***

      


      
        When our shores are touched by a distant breeze

        That wafts in from the far-off seas,

        Then spring will ignite a fiery blaze,

        And golden blooms will fill the trees.

      

    

  

  
    
      


      Plays

      

      [image: Plays]


      The Post Office


      
        Cast:


        Madhabdatta


        Amal (Madhabdatta’s adopted son)


        Kobiraj (medicine man)


        Dahiwala (curd seller)


        Prahari (watchman)


        Thakurda (an old man)


        Fakir (a wandering mystic)


        Morol (village headman)


        Sudha (a flower girl)


        Village boys


        Royal messenger


        Rajkobiraj (king’s physician)
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      Enter Madhabdatta and Kobiraj


      
        
          Madhabdatta:This is a difficult situation. When he wasn’t here, he wasn’t here at all—one had no worries. But now that he has arrived, who knows from where, and occupied my entire home, this home won’t remain a home any more, once he’s gone. Kobirajmoshai, do you think he can be...

        


        
          Kobiraj:If he’s destined to live long, he might even survive for a long time, but from what they say in Ayurveda it seems...

        


        
          Madhabdatta:What!

        


        
          Kobiraj:They say in the holy shastras, ‘Bile or palsy, cold or phlegm, all alike...’

        


        
          Madhabdatta:Let it be, let it be, please don’t recite those shlokas any more... those scriptural rhymes make me even more fearful. Please tell me, what is to be done now?

        


        
          Kobiraj(taking a pinch of snuff): He must be tended to very carefully.

        


        
          Madhabdatta:That’s right; but before you leave, please determine what one must be careful about.

        


        
          Kobiraj:I have already told you, he must not be allowed out at all.

        


        
          Madhabdatta:But he is so young; it’s very hard to confine him indoors day and night.

        


        
          Kobiraj:Tell me, how can that be helped? This is sharat, early autumn; both sunshine and the open breeze are poison for this boy at present... for they say in the shastras, ‘In epilepsy, fever or wheezing fit, in jaundice or in swollen...’

        


        
          Madhabdatta:Stop, stop, no more about your shastras. So, confine him one must—is there no other way?

        


        
          Kobiraj:None at all, for in wind and sun...

        


        
          Madhabdatta:What use is all this to me, I ask you! Forget about it... tell me instead, what is to be done? But your line of treatment is very harsh. The poor boy endures all the pains of his ailment in silence—but it breaks my heart to watch his suffering when he takes the medicine you prescribe.

        


        
          Kobiraj:The harsher his ordeal, the more effective it will be—that is why Maharishi Chyavan has said, ‘In medicine as in advice, the bitterest is the most effective.’ I’ll take your leave then, Dattamoshai!

        


        Exit


        Enter Thakurda


        
          Madhabdatta:Oh no, here comes Thakurda.

        


        
          Thakurda:Why? Why are you afraid of me?

        


        
          Madhabdatta:Because you are a great one for inciting young boys.

        


        
          Thakurda:But you are not a young boy, nor are there any boys in your house—besides, you are past the age for incitement—so what are you worried about?

        


        
          Madhabdatta:Because I have brought a boy into the house.

        


        
          Thakurda:How’s that?

        


        
          Madhabdatta:Because my wife was desperate to adopt a son.

        


        
          Thakurda:I have been hearing that for a long time, but you were reluctant to accept a foster son, after all.

        


        
          Madhabdatta:You know, I have made some money with great difficulty. I would feel depressed at the very thought of someone else’s son arriving here from somewhere and idly frittering away my hard-earned wealth. But how this boy has wormed his way into my heart...

        


        
          Thakurda:So, the more you spend on him, the more you feel convinced that the money is fortunate to be spent this way.

        


        
          Madhabdatta:Formerly, when I earned money, it was merely like an addiction—I could not abstain from making money. But now my earnings bring me great pleasure, from the knowledge that this boy will inherit all the money I make.

        


        
          Thakurda:Good, good. Bhai, where did you find this boy, may I ask?

        


        
          Madhabdatta:He is my wife’s bhaipo, her brother’s son as village connections go. Motherless since infancy, the poor lad.... And then, just the other day, he lost his father too.

        


        
          Thakurda:Aha, poor boy! Then he needs me.

        


        
          Madhabdatta:The Kobiraj says, given the joint inflammation of vata, pitta and shleshma—bile, rheum and phlegm—in that frail little body of his, there is not much hope for him. Now the only way is to somehow protect him from the sun and air this sharat season, by keeping him locked up indoors. It’s your old-age pastime to get all the boys outdoors—that’s why I fear you.

        


        
          Thakurda:What you say is not untrue—I have become downright dangerous, just like the sharat sun and air. But bhai, I also know some games that would keep people indoors. Let me attend to a few personal tasks, and then I’ll make friends with this boy.

        


        Exit


        Enter Amalgupta


        
          Amal:Pishemoshai!

        


        
          Madhabdatta:What is it, Amal?

        


        
          Amal:Can’t I even step out into that courtyard?

        


        
          Madhabdatta:No, baba!

        


        
          Amal:There, where Pishima my aunt cracks lentils with her janta—look there, don’t you see the squirrel sitting on its tail, snatching the scraps of broken dal with both paws to nibble at them? Can’t I go there?

        


        
          Madhabdatta:No, baba!

        


        
          Amal:If I were a squirrel, how nice it would be. But Pishemoshai, why will you not let me go out?

        


        
          Madhabdatta:Because the Kobiraj has said you will fall sick if you go out.

        


        
          Amal:How does the Kobiraj know?

        


        
          Madhabdatta:How can you say that Amal! Wouldn’t the Kobiraj know? He has studied so many great big tomes!

        


        
          Amal:Can he know everything just by studying tomes?

        


        
          Madhabdatta:Well! As if you don’t know that!

        


        
          Amal(sighing): I haven’t read any tomes after all—that’s why I don’t know.

        


        
          Madhabdatta:Look, those great pundits are just like you—they don’t go outdoors, after all.

        


        
          Amal:Don’t they?

        


        
          Madhabdatta:No. When can they go out, tell me? They just sit and read those tomes, and don’t have eyes for anything else... Amalbabu, you too will be a pundit when you grow up; you’ll sit there reading all those great big books—everybody will marvel at the sight.

        


        
          Amal:No, no, Pishemoshai, I fall at your feet and beseech you, I won’t become a pundit—Pishemoshai, I won’t be a pundit.

        


        
          Madhabdatta:How can you say that, Amal! If I could have become a pundit, I would have been saved!

        


        
          Amal:As for me, I’ll observe everything that exists—I’ll just wander about, gazing at everything.

        


        
          Madhabdatta:Just listen to his words! What will you see? What’s there to be seen anyway?

        


        
          Amal:That faraway mountain we can see from our window, I really wish I could cross that mountain and go further beyond.

        


        
          Madhabdatta:What a crazy thing to say! To cross the mountain, for no rhyme or reason! There’s no saying what he’ll say next. With the mountain rearing its head like an enormous fence, we should realize after all that crossing it is forbidden—else what was the need to assemble so many huge boulders and create such a giant obstacle?

        


        
          Amal:Pishemoshai, do you find the mountain forbidding? I feel exactly as if the earth, because it cannot speak, is raising its arms to call out to the sky in that fashion. All those faraway people who remain indoors, even they can hear that call when they sit alone by the window in the afternoon. Don’t the pundits hear it too?

        


        
          Madhabdatta:They’re not crazy like you, after all—and they don’t want to hear it either!

        


        
          Amal:Yesterday I saw someone as crazy as me.

        


        
          Madhabdatta:Really? Tell me how.

        


        
          Amal:He had a bamboo stave on his shoulder, with a bundle tied to one end. And in his left hand he carried a small pot, a ghoti. Wearing a pair of old, pointed nagra shoes, he was walking on the path across this field, heading for that very mountain. I called to him and asked, ‘Where are you going?’ He replied, ‘I don’t know, wherever.’ ‘Why are you going there?’ I enquired. ‘In search of work,’ he answered... Achchha Pishemoshai, does work have to be searched for?

        


        
          Madhabdatta:Indeed it does. So many people go about in search of work.

        


        
          Amal:Fine. I too shall wander about in search of work.

        


        
          Madhabdatta:And if you don’t find any?

        


        
          Amal:If I don’t find any, I’ll search again.... And then that man in the nagra shoes went away. I stood at the door, watching him. Over there, where the waterfall descends in a stream beneath the fig tree, he put down his lathi, his bamboo stave, and gently washed his feet in the stream—then, opening his bundle, he took out some chhatu, mashed the dried grain with water and began to eat it. Having eaten, he retied the bundle and heaved it on to his shoulder. Rolling the edge of his loincloth above his ankles, he stepped into the stream and waded across so comfortably.... I’ve told Pishima I’ll go and have chhatu beside that waterfall one day.

        


        
          Madhabdatta:What did Pishima say?

        


        
          Amal:Pishima said, get well first, then I’ll take you to the waterfall’s edge and feed you some chhatu.... When will I get well?

        


        
          Madhabdatta:It won’t take long now, baba!

        


        
          Amal:Not long? But as soon as I am well, I shall go away.

        


        
          Madhabdatta:Where will you go?

        


        
          Amal:Away I’ll go, wading through so many winding streams, crossing each waterfall in turn—in the afternoon, when everyone is asleep behind closed doors, I’ll be off somewhere, so far away, just wandering about, searching for work.

        


        
          Madhabdatta:Achchha, get well first, then you...

        


        
          Amal:Then don’t ask me to become a pundit, Pishemoshai!

        


        
          Madabdatta:Tell me, what do you want to become?

        


        
          Amal:I can’t think of anything now. Achchha, let me think about it first, and then I’ll tell you.

        


        
          Madhabdatta:But you must not call out to alien strangers and chat with them, as you did.

        


        
          Amal:I feel very attracted to strangers from other lands.

        


        
          Madhabdatta:What if the man had kidnapped you?

        


        
          Amal:Then it would have been fun. But nobody kidnaps me, after all—everyone just keeps me confined.

        


        
          Madhabdatta:I have work to do; I’ll be off.... But look here baba, don’t go out at all.

        


        
          Amal:I shan’t. But Pishemoshai, I’ll remain in this room overlooking the street.

        


        2


        Enter Dahiwala


        
          Dahiwala:Dahi—dahi—delicious dahi!

        


        
          Amal:Dahiwala, Dahiwala, O Dahiwala!

        


        
          Dahiwala:Why do you call? Will you buy some yogurt?

        


        
          Amal:How can I? I have no money.

        


        
          Dahiwala:What a strange little boy! If you won’t buy, why waste my time?

        


        
          Amal:I’d go away with you, if I could.

        


        
          Dahiwala:With me!

        


        
          Amal:Yes. Hearing your faraway call as you pass by, I feel a yearning in my heart.

        


        
          Dahiwala(setting down the bankh for carrying dahi): Baba, why are you sitting here?

        


        
          Amal:The Kobiraj has forbidden me to step out, so I sit here all day.

        


        
          Dahiwala:Aha, my child, what is the matter with you?

        


        
          Amal:I don’t know. I have no education at all, so I don’t know what’s wrong with me... Dahiwala, where do you come from?

        


        
          Dahiwala:From my village.

        


        
          Amal:Your village? Is your village v-e-r-y far away?

        


        
          Dahiwala:Our village is way away, beneath the five-peaked mountain, on the edge of the river Shamoli.

        


        
          Amal:The five-peaked mountain... river Shamoli... who knows, maybe I’ve seen your village... but I can’t remember when.

        


        
          Dahiwala:You’ve seen it? Did you ever visit that place beneath the mountain, then?

        


        
          Amal:No, I have never been there. But I feel I have seen it. Your village lies beneath some very old, very tall trees... beside a red-earth path. Isn’t it?

        


        
          Dahiwala:You’re quite right, baba!

        


        
          Amal:There, on the mountain slope, all the cows are grazing.

        


        
          Dahiwala:How extraordinary! Quite right. Indeed our village has grazing cows, many of them.

        


        
          Amal:The women fetch water from the river, carrying it in pots on their heads... They wear red saris.

        


        
          Dahiwala:Wah! Wah! Absolutely true! All the women from the cowherds’ colony fetch water from the river, indeed. Not that all of them wear red saris, though... But baba, you must have gone there for an outing sometime.

        


        
          Amal:Truly, Dahiwala, I haven’t been there even once. The day the Kobiraj allows me out, will you take me to your village?

        


        
          Dahiwala:Indeed I will baba, I’ll certainly take you there.

        


        
          Amal:Teach me how to sell dahi like you. Like that, with the bankh on my shoulder... travelling down faraway roads, just like you.

        


        
          Dahiwala:Good grief! Why should you take to selling dahi, baba! You’ll read a great many books, and become a learned pundit.

        


        
          Amal:No, no, I shall never become a pundit. From the cowherds’ colony beside your red-earth path beneath your ancient banyan tree, I shall fetch dahi and go about selling it in far-off places, from village to village. The way you call out: ‘Dahi, dahi, dahi—delicious dahi!’—please teach me that tune.

        


        
          Dahiwala:Hai! Is that a tune worth learning?

        


        
          Amal:No, no, I love hearing it. Just as I grow wistful when I hear birds call from the far corners of the sky... so when your call reached my ears from beyond that bend in the road, through that row of trees, I felt... I wonder what I felt!

        


        
          Dahiwala:Baba, here’s a small earthen pot of dahi for you to taste.

        


        
          Amal:But I have no money.

        


        
          Dahiwala:No, no, no, no—don’t talk of money. If you taste a bit of my dahi how happy I shall feel!

        


        
          Amal:Are you getting very late?

        


        
          Dahiwala:I’m not late at all, baba; I’ve suffered no losses. I have learned from you the joy of selling dahi.

        


        Exit


        
          Amal(in a sing-song voice): Dahi, dahi, dahi, delicious dahi! Dahi from the cowherds’ home beneath that faraway five-peak mountain, on the edge of river Shamoli. At dawn they milk the cows beneath the trees, and at dusk the women set the dahi. That’s the dahi I sell.... Dahi, dahi-i-i delicious dahi! Here’s the Prahari marching up and down the street. Prahari! O watchman, come and listen to me just once!

        


        Enter Prahari


        
          Prahari:Why do you call out so loudly? Aren’t you scared of me?

        


        
          Amal:Why? Why should I be scared of you?

        


        
          Prahari:What if I catch you and take you away?

        


        
          Amal:Where would you take me if you took me captive? Somewhere very far away? Beyond that mountain?

        


        
          Prahari:What if I take you straight to the king?

        


        
          Amal:To the king? Please take me there. But the Kobiraj has forbidden me to go out. Nobody can capture me and take me away—here I must remain, day and night, in this very place.

        


        
          Prahari:The Kobiraj has forbidden you? Aha, true indeed, poor boy—your face looks pale. There are shadows under your eyes. The veins on your hands can be seen.

        


        
          Amal:Prahari, won’t you ring the bell?

        


        
          Prahari:It is not yet time.

        


        
          Amal:Some say ‘time is flying,’ others say ‘it is not yet time’. Achchha, you just have to ring the bell and it will be time, won’t it?

        


        
          Prahari:How is that possible! I ring the bell only when it is time.

        


        
          Amal:I rather like your bell—I love the sound of it. In the afternoon, after everyone has eaten, Pishemoshai goes out somewhere to work, Pishima nods off while reading the Ramayana, and our little puppy, face tucked into its tail, goes to sleep in the shade at that corner of the courtyard. Then that bell of yours begins to ring—ding-dong ding-dong ding-dong. Why does your bell ring?

        


        
          Prahari:The bell announces to everyone that time does not stand still; time is always moving on.

        


        
          Amal:Where is it going? To which land?

        


        
          Prahari:Nobody knows.

        


        
          Amal:Has no one visited that land? I really wish I could go along with time—to that far-off land no one knows about.

        


        
          Prahari:Everyone must go to that land, baba.

        


        
          Amal:Me too?

        


        
          Prahari:Yes, indeed.

        


        
          Amal:But Kobiraj has forbidden me to go out.

        


        
          Prahari:Someday the Kobiraj himself might lead you there by the hand.

        


        
          Amal:No no, you don’t know him. He only keeps people confined.

        


        
          Prahari:There is an even better Kobiraj. He comes to set people free.

        


        
          Amal:When will that better Kobiraj come for me? I don’t enjoy sitting idle any more.

        


        
          Prahari:You mustn’t say such things, baba!

        


        
          Amal:No... I’m still sitting here—I haven’t stepped out of the place where they have made me sit—but when that bell of yours rings, ding-dong ding-dong, I feel a yearning in my heart. Achchha, Prahari, tell me!

        


        
          Prahari:What is it, baba?

        


        
          Amal:Achchha, that big building across the road where they’ve hung up a sign, where all the people are constantly coming and going—what’s happening there?

        


        
          Prahari:They have opened a new post office there.

        


        
          Amal:Post office? Whose post office?

        


        
          Prahari:Who else would own a post office? It’s the king’s post office.... This boy is very entertaining.

        


        
          Amal:Does the king’s post office receive lots of letters from the king?

        


        
          Prahari:Yes, indeed. Wait and see, one day there will be a letter in your name, too.

        


        
          Amal:A letter in my name, too? But I’m very tiny, after all.

        


        
          Prahari:The king writes tiny little letters to tiny people.

        


        
          Amal:That will be nice. When will I receive my letter? How do you know he’ll write to me as well?

        


        
          Prahari:Otherwise why would he put up such a large golden sign and open a post office right in front of this open window of yours... I rather like this boy.

        


        
          Amal:Achchha, when I receive mail from the king, who will bring it to me?

        


        
          Prahari:The king has many postmen after all—haven’t you seen them roaming about with round golden badges on their chests?

        


        
          Amal:Achchha, where do they roam?

        


        
          Prahari:From house to house, region to region... This boy’s questions make me want to laugh.

        


        
          Amal:When I grow up I’ll become a royal postman.

        


        
          Prahari:Ha ha ha ha! A postman! A great profession! Rain or shine, rich or poor, to go about distributing letters to every house—an important job, indeed!

        


        
          Amal:Why do you laugh? That’s the job I like best of all. No, no, your job is fine, too. When the sun shines brightly in the afternoon, the bell rings ding-dong ding-dong—and some nights, I suddenly wake up in bed to find that the lamp has gone out, and from some unknown darkness outside I hear the bell ring, ding-dong ding-dong.

        


        
          Prahari:There comes the Morol, our headman—I’ll run along now. If he sees me chatting with you, he’ll make a fuss.

        


        
          Amal:Where is the Morol? Where, where is he?

        


        
          Prahari:There he is, far away. Carrying a huge umbrella made of fan palm leaves.

        


        
          Amal:The king has appointed him Morol, I suppose.

        


        
          Prahari:Arre, no. He has assumed the Morol’s role himself. He creates such problems for anyone who resists his authority that everyone is afraid of him. He runs his trade solely on the strength of his enmity with everyone. I’ll be off now; I’ve been neglecting my duty. I’ll come again tomorrow morning, to give you news about the entire town.

        


        Exit


        
          Amal:If I received a daily letter from the king, how nice it would be... Let me sit by that window. But I can’t read! Who will read the letters to me? Pishima reads the Ramayana after all. Can she read the king’s handwriting? If no one can read the letters, I’ll store them up, to read when I’m grown-up. But what if the postman doesn’t recognize me!... Morolmoshai, O Morolmoshai—please come here once, I have something to say.

        


        
          Morol:Who’s that re! Calling me while I’m out in the street! Where has this monkey appeared from?

        


        
          Amal:You are Morolmoshai, after all: everyone respects you.

        


        
          Morol(delighted): Yes, yes, indeed they respect me. They respect me a great deal.

        


        
          Amal:Does the royal postman obey your commands?

        


        
          Morol:Could he survive if he didn’t? Bas re! Heaven forbid, would he dare!

        


        
          Amal:You must tell the postman that I am the one named Amal—the one who sits waiting at this window.

        


        
          Morol:Why, may I ask?

        


        
          Amal:What if a letter arrives in my name...

        


        
          Morol:A letter in your name! Who would write to you?

        


        
          Amal:If the king writes to me, then...

        


        
          Morol:Ha ha ha ha! This boy is quite something. Ha ha ha ha! The king write to you! That he will, indeed! You are his best friend after all! The king is wasting away, I’m told, for not having met you these last few days. It won’t be long; the letter might arrive this very day, or maybe tomorrow.

        


        
          Amal:Morolmoshai, why do you speak like that! Are you angry with me?

        


        
          Morol:Bas re! Heaven forbid! Angry with you? Would I dare! When the king himself corresponds with you!... Madhabdatta has grown too big for his boots, I see. Just because he’s saved some money, they only talk of kings and emperors in his home, these days. Wait and see, I’ll teach him a lesson... Listen, you young fellow, I’ll see to it that the king’s letter arrives at your doorstep soon.

        


        
          Amal:No, no, you need not do anything.

        


        
          Morol:Why? I’ll tell the king about you—then he can’t delay any longer—he’ll send a paik right away to find out how you all are faring... No, Madhabdatta is far too audacious—if this reaches the king’s ears, he will be taught a lesson.

        


        Exit


        
          Amal:Who are you, walking by with anklets tinkling? Please stop for a moment, bhai!

        


        Enter young girl


        
          Girl:As if I can afford to stop! Time is short after all.

        


        
          Amal:You don’t want to stop—I don’t want to sit here any more, either.

        


        
          Girl:You look like a fading star at dawn—tell me, what’s the matter with you?

        


        
          Amal:I don’t know what’s wrong with me. The Kobiraj has forbidden me to step out.

        


        
          Girl:Aha, then don’t go out—one must obey the Kobiraj—one mustn’t be unruly, or they’ll say one is naughty. Gazing at the outside world makes your soul restless; let me half-close this door of yours then.

        


        
          Amal:No, no, don’t close it—everything is closed for me here; there is only this little opening. Tell me, who are you? I don’t recognize you!

        


        
          Girl:I am Sudha.

        


        
          Amal:Sudha?

        


        
          Sudha:Don’t you know? I’m the daughter of the malini, the woman who makes garlands here.

        


        
          Amal:What do you do?

        


        
          Sudha:I pluck a basketful of flowers and string garlands with them. I’m on my way to gather flowers now.

        


        
          Amal:Going to gather flowers? That’s why your feet are so happy, your anklets tinkling as you walk—jhum jhum jhum. If I could go with you, I’d pluck you flowers from the higher branches, where they remain out of sight.

        


        
          Sudha:Is that so! As if you know more about flowers than I do!

        


        
          Amal:I do, I do, I know only too well. I know about saat bhai champa, the seven magnolia-blossom brothers. I feel, if only everyone would set me free, I could go away—inside the very dense forest where the path can’t be seen. On the tips of the frailest boughs where tiny hummingbirds perch, I can blossom as a champa. Will you be my Paruldidi—my elder sister the trumpet flower?

        


        
          Sudha:What a harebrained idea! How can I be Paruldidi? I’m Sudha after all—the daughter of malini Shashi. Every day I must thread so many garlands... If I could sit idle here like you, what fun it would be!

        


        
          Amal:What would you do all day, then?

        


        
          Sudha:I have a Benebou doll; I’d arrange her wedding. I have a kitten; with her I’d... Let me be off, time is getting on. If it grows late there won’t be any flowers to be found.

        


        
          Amal:Talk to me a little longer, please. I am really enjoying it.

        


        
          Sudha:Achchha, very well, don’t be up to any mischief. Be a good boy and sit here quietly. On my way back from flower-gathering, I’ll come and chat with you.

        


        
          Amal:And will you give me a flower when you go?

        


        
          Sudha:How can I give you a flower just like that? It must be paid for, after all.

        


        
          Amal:When I grow up I’ll pay you the price for it. I’ll go in search of work, away beyond that waterfall; then I’ll come and pay you the price.

        


        
          Sudha:Achchha, very well.

        


        
          Amal:So you will come after you have gathered the flowers?

        


        
          Sudha:I will.

        


        
          Amal:You will?

        


        
          Sudha:I will.

        


        
          Amal:You won’t forget me? My name is Amal. Will you remember?

        


        
          Sudha:No, I won’t forget. Wait and see, I will remember.

        


        Exit


        Enter group of boys


        
          Amal:Bhai, where are you all off to, bhai? Stop here once, just for a little while, please.

        


        
          Boys:We are going to play.

        


        
          Amal:What will you play, bhai?

        


        
          Boys:We will play farmers.

        


        
          1st Boy(displaying a stave): Here is our plough.

        


        
          2nd Boy:The two of us will be cows.

        


        
          Amal:Will you play all day?

        


        
          Boys:Yes a-l-l day.

        


        
          Amal:And after that, will you return home at dusk, walking along the river’s edge?

        


        
          Boys:Yes, we’ll return at dusk.

        


        
          Amal:Please pass by this room of mine on your way back, bhai.

        


        
          Boys:Come out! Let’s go and play.

        


        
          Amal:The Kobiraj has forbidden me to go out.

        


        
          Boys:Kobiraj! Do you mean to say you obey him when he forbids you!—Come bhai, let’s go, we’re getting late.

        


        
          Amal:No bhai, please pause awhile in the street, to play outside this window of mine—let me spend some time watching you.

        


        
          Boys:What shall we play with here!

        


        
          Amal:Here are all my unused toys, lying about—take all of them, bhai. It’s no fun playing alone indoors—these just lie around, gathering dust—they are of no use to me.

        


        
          Boys:Wah, wah, wah, what wonderful toys! This is a ship! And this, a jataiburi! Do you see this, bhai? What a marvellous soldier! You’re giving away all these things to us? Aren’t you sorry to part with them?

        


        
          Amal:No, not at all. I give all these things to you.

        


        
          Boys:But we shan’t return them.

        


        
          Amal:No, you need not return them.

        


        
          Boys:Nobody will scold us, will they?

        


        
          Amal:Nobody, nobody at all. But every morning, you must play with these toys outside this door of mine, for a while. And when these grow stale, I’ll again send for new toys for you.

        


        
          Boys:Very well bhai, we’ll come by every day to play here. O bhai, arrange all the soliders here—let’s play war. Where shall we get guns? There’s that enormous sharkathi, that feathery reed lying there—let’s break it into pieces to use as guns. But you are dozing off, bhai!

        


        
          Amal:Yes, I’m getting very drowsy. I don’t know why I feel sleepy every now and then. I’ve been sitting up for a long while; I can’t any more—my back aches.

        


        
          Boys:But it’s early in the day—why do you feel drowsy so soon? There, listen, the bell is announcing the hour.

        


        
          Amal:Yes, there it goes, ding-dong ding-dong—calling me to sleep.

        


        
          Boys:We’ll be off then. We’ll be back tomorrow morning.

        


        
          Amal:Before you go, let me ask you something, bhai! You remain outdoors after all: do you know the postmen from that royal post office?

        


        
          Boys:Yes, we know them indeed. We know them well.

        


        
          Amal:Who are they, what are their names?

        


        
          Boys:One is Badal Harkara, the Cloud Messenger; another is called Sharat, for early autumn. There are so many others.

        


        
          Amal:Achchha, if a letter arrives for me, will they identify me?

        


        
          Boys:Why not? If the letter bears your name, they will surely recognize you.

        


        
          Amal:When you come tomorrow, call one of them and introduce him to me, please.

        


        
          Boys:Achchha, we will.

        


        3


        
          Amal:Pishemoshai, can’t I even go to that window of mine today? Has the Kobiraj forbidden it?

        


        
          Madhabdatta:Yes baba. It’s sitting there every day that has aggravated your illness.

        


        
          Amal:No, Pishemoshai, no... I know nothing about my illness, but when I’m there I feel very well.

        


        
          Madhabdatta:Sitting there, you have made friends with all the townsfolk, young and old—there seems to be a big fair at my doorstep every day. Can your health withstand that! Just see how pale your face has become today.

        


        
          Amal:Pishemoshai, that fakir of mine might go away if he doesn’t see me at the window.

        


        
          Madhabdatta:Who is this fakir of yours?

        


        
          Amal:He’s the one who comes to me every day with stories of many different lands. I enjoy listening to them.

        


        
          Madhabdatta:But I don’t know any fakir.

        


        
          Amal:This is exactly when he comes—I beg you, please go and tell him once that he should visit my room.

        


        Enter Thakurda, disguised as a fakir


        
          Amal:O fakir! Here, listen to me! Come here, come to my bed.

        


        
          Madhabdatta:What! But it’s...

        


        
          Thakurda(winking meaningfully): I am a fakir.

        


        
          Madhabdatta:I cannot think of anything that you are not.

        


        
          Amal:Where did you go this time, fakir?

        


        
          Thakurda:I went to Stork Island—I’ve just returned from that very place.

        


        
          Madhabdatta:To Stork Island?

        


        
          Thakurda:Why should that surprise you? Do you think I’m like the rest of you? It costs me nothing to travel there, after all. I can go wherever I please.

        


        
          Amal(clapping his hands): What fun it must be for you! When I get well, you’ll make me your disciple. Do you remember your promise, fakir?

        


        
          Thakurda:I remember only too well. I’ll teach you such mantras for travel that sea, mountain, forests, nothing can ever stop you anywhere.

        


        
          Madhabdatta:What sort of crazy talk is this, you two!

        


        
          Thakurda:Baba Amal, I do not fear mountains, hills and oceans—but if the Kobiraj arrives to join this Pishemoshai of yours, my mantra will have to concede defeat.

        


        
          Amal:No, no, Pishemoshai, don’t tell the Kobiraj anything. I shall lie right here for now, without doing anything at all; but the day I get well, I’ll become the fakir’s disciple and go away. Rivers, mountains and seas can no longer hold me back then.

        


        
          Madhabdatta:Chhi, for shame, baba, one shouldn’t keep talking of going away like that. Hearing you, I begin to feel strangely melancholy.

        


        
          Amal:What sort of place is Stork Island? Please tell me, O fakir!

        


        
          Thakurda:It’s an extraordinary place. The land of birds—no humans live there. They don’t talk, or walk: they sing and fly.

        


        
          Amal:Ah, how wonderful! Is it on the seashore?

        


        
          Thakurda:On the seashore, indeed.

        


        
          Amal:Are all the mountains blue?

        


        
          Thakurda:It’s in the blue mountains that they build their nests. At dusk, the rays of the setting sun fall upon those mountains, and flocks of green birds fly homewards. The hues of that sky, those birds, those mountains—what a dramatic spectacle!

        


        
          Amal:Are there waterfalls in those mountains?

        


        
          Thakurda:Plenty of them! Can we do without waterfalls? They’re like a downpour of melting diamonds. And how the waters dance! Babbling ceaselessly, making the pebbles clink against each other, the waterfall gushes forth and plunges into the ocean. It is beyond the powers of any Kobiraj to arrest its flow for a single hour. If the birds didn’t exclude me as an utterly worthless human being, I’d build my nest at the waterfall’s edge, beside those thousands of bird-nests, and spend my entire day watching the waves in the sea.

        


        
          Amal:If I were a bird...

        


        
          Thakurda:Then there would be a great problem. I hear you’ve given the Dahiwala your word that when you grow up you will sell dahi—but in the world of birds, your trade in dahi wouldn’t thrive too well. In fact, you’d probably incur some losses.

        


        
          Madhabdatta:This is too much for me. You’ll drive me crazy too, it seems. I’ll be off.

        


        
          Amal:Pishemoshai, has my Dahiwala come and gone?

        


        
          Madhabdatta:He has, indeed! He can’t make a living after all from carrying the baggage of that favourite fakir of yours, to fly around among the bird-nests of Stork Island. He has left a pot of dahi for you, and a message that it’s his bonjhi’s wedding in the village—so he’s off to Kolmipara to place an order for flutes. That’s why he’s very busy.

        


        
          Amal:But he had said he’d marry his sister’s youngest daughter, his little bonjhi, to me.

        


        
          Thakurda:Then it’s a serious problem, I can see.

        


        
          Amal:He’d said she’d be my lovely bride—dressed in a striped red sari, a nolok dangling from her nose. In the morning, she would milk the black cow with her own hands and feed me the foaming milk in a fresh earthen pot, and at dusk, she would shine the prayer lamp in the cowshed and then settle close to me, to tell the story of saat bhai champa.

        


        
          Thakurda:Wah, wah, a fine wife indeed! Even I feel tempted, fakir though I am. Baba, don’t worry. Let the wedding take place this time. I assure you there will be no lack of bonjhis in his house, if you ever feel the need.

        


        
          Madhabdatta:Go on then! I can’t take this any more.

        


        Exit


        
          Amal:Pishemoshai has gone, fakir—now please tell me quietly, has a letter from the king arrived at the post office, in my name?

        


        
          Thakurda:I have heard, indeed, that his letter has been issued. It’s still on the way.

        


        
          Amal:On the way? Which way? Is it the way through the dense forests, which can be seen far, far away when the sky clears after a shower of rain?

        


        
          Thakurda:Then you know everything, I can see—that is the way, indeed it is.

        


        
          Amal:I know everything, fakir!

        


        
          Thakurda:So I can see—but how did you know?

        


        
          Amal:That I don’t know. I seem to see before my very eyes... I feel I’ve seen it many times, long ago; I can’t remember how long. Shall I tell you about it? I can see the royal postman descending alone from the mountaintop, without pause—lantern in hand, mailbag on his shoulder! For so many days—so many nights—he has been descending, without pause. At the foot of the mountain where the waterfall ends its descent, he takes the route of the winding river and advances without pause... At the river’s edge is a field of jowar, and down the narrow path that cuts through it, he keeps advancing... and after that the field of sugar cane, a high ridge along its side, and along the top of that ridge he keeps on advancing... night and day, all alone, he advances... crickets chirping in the fields... not a soul to be seen beside the river, just a long-billed snipe wandering there, swaying its tail... I see it all. The closer he approaches the more delighted I feel, inwardly.

        


        
          Thakurda:My eyes are not so young, of course, but still, I can see this vision through your eyes.

        


        
          Amal:Achchha, fakir, do you know the king who owns this post office?

        


        
          Thakurda:Indeed I do. I go to him every day for alms, after all.

        


        
          Amal:How wonderful! When I get well, I too shall go to him to beg for alms. Can’t I go to him?

        


        
          Thakurda:Baba, you will have no need to beg for alms. He will grant you his gift unasked.

        


        
          Amal:No, no, I shall stand by the wayside, before his door, and beg for alms, calling ‘Jai ho!’ I’ll dance to the rhythm of the tabor, my khanjani—that’ll be good, won’t it?

        


        
          Thakurda:That will be very good. If I take you with me, I too shall receive my fill in royal bounty. What alms will you seek?

        


        
          Amal:I’ll say, make me your postman. I’ll go like that, lantern in hand, from door to door, distributing your letters... Do you know, fakir? Someone has told me, when I get well he will teach me to beg. I can go with him wherever I like, to beg for alms.

        


        
          Thakur:Who’s that, may I ask?

        


        
          Amal:Chhidam.

        


        
          Thakurda:Who is this Chhidam?

        


        
          Amal:The one who’s lame, and blind in one eye. He comes to my window every day, pushed along in his cart by a boy just like me. I’ve told him that when I get well, I’ll push his cart as I go along.

        


        
          Thakurda:That will be fun, I can see.

        


        
          Amal:He’s the one who has promised to teach me how to beg. I urge Pishemoshai to give him alms, but he says the man is actually neither half-blind nor lame. Achchha, even if he isn’t really blind, it’s still true after all that he can’t see properly.

        


        
          Thakurda:Quite right baba, the truth is simply that he can’t see properly—whether you call him blind or not. So, if he doesn’t receive any alms, why does he hobnob with you?

        


        
          Amal:Because I tell him where things are. The poor man can’t see. I tell him all about the lands you describe to me. That airy land you told me about the other day, where nothing has any weight, where the tiniest bounce can help you leap over a mountain—he was delighted to hear of that lightweight land... Achchha fakir, how does one get to that land?

        


        
          Thakurda:There is an inside route, but it might be hard to find.

        


        
          Amal:But the poor man is blind; he may not see it at all—he’ll have to spend his days wandering in search of alms. He was grieving for that reason, but I told him: in searching for alms you get to wander far and wide. Not everyone can do that.

        


        
          Thakurda:Baba, what is so miserable about remaining indoors either?

        


        
          Amal:No, no, there’s nothing sad about it. At first when they kept me confined indoors, I felt as if my days would not pass. But now, ever since I saw the king’s post office, I feel cheerful every day... just sitting here in this room, I feel cheerful... just the thought that my letter will arrive one day makes it possible for me to wait patiently, in a cheerful mood... But I don’t know what the king’s letter will say.

        


        
          Thakurda:So let it remain unknown. It will bear your name, after all—that’s enough.

        


        Exit


        Enter Madhabdatta


        
          Madhabdatta:What sort of mess have the two of you created, I ask you!

        


        
          Thakurda:Why, what’s the matter?

        


        
          Madhabdatta:I hear you’ve spread word that the king has set up this post office only to write letters to you.

        


        
          Thakurda:What’s wrong with that?

        


        
          Madhabdatta:Our Panchanan Morol has disclosed the matter to the king in an anonymous letter.

        


        
          Thakurda:Everything reaches the king’s ears. Don’t we know that?

        


        
          Madhabdatta:Then why don’t you act with caution? Why make such nonsensical statements in the name of kings and emperors? The two of you will land me in trouble as well.

        


        
          Amal:Fakir, will the king be angry?

        


        
          Thakurda:How can anyone say such things! Angry! We’ll see how angry he can be! Would he display his royal authority by getting angry with a fakir like me and a boy like you? We’ll see about that!

        


        
          Amal:Look, fakir, since this morning, my vision has been growing dim, every now and then. Everything seems like a dream. I feel like remaining absolutely quiet. I no longer feel like saying anything. Will the king’s letter never arrive? What if this room, everything, should fade away... if...

        


        
          Thakurda(fanning him): It will come; the letter will come today.

        


        Enter Kobiraj


        
          Kobiraj:How do you feel today?

        


        
          Amal:Kobirajmoshai, I feel very good today—as if all my pain has gone away.

        


        
          Kobiraj(aside to Madhabdatta): I don’t like the look of that smile. When he says he feels very good, that is itself a bad sign. Our Chakradharadatta says...

        


        
          Madhabdatta:I beg you Kobirajmoshai, forget about Chakradharadatta. Now tell me how things stand.

        


        
          Kobiraj:It seems we can’t hang on to him any longer. I had forbidden it of course, but he seems to have received a touch of the outside air.

        


        
          Madhabdatta:No, Kobirajmoshai, I have kept him secure and protected in every aspect, with great care. I don’t let him go out—I generally keep the door closed.

        


        
          Kobiraj:There’s a strange, sudden breeze blowing today—I saw the wind gushing in through your main entrance. That’s not good at all. Lock that door very securely. Never mind if visitors stop coming for a few days. If anyone turns up, there’s always the back door. The rays of the setting sun are coming in through that window: close it as well, for those rays keep the patient awake too long.

        


        
          Madhabdatta:Amal’s eyes are closed: he may be asleep. His face looks as if... Kobirajmoshai, I brought home someone who does not belong to me; I grew to love him, and now it seems I cannot keep him.

        


        
          Kobiraj:What’s this? The Morol is heading for your house! What a nuisance! I’ll be off, bhai! But go and secure that door, at once. As soon as I get home I’ll send a poison pill. Give it to him and see what happens. If he is to be kept alive then that’s what will hold him here.

        


        Exit Madhabdatta and Kobiraj


        Enter Morol


        
          Morol:So how goes it, young lad!

        


        
          Thakurda(hastily rising to his feet): Arre, arre, hush, be quiet!

        


        
          Amal:No fakir, do you think I am asleep? I’m not sleeping. I can hear everything. I seem to be able to hear even very distant words from far away. I feel as if my parents are talking to each other by my bed, close to my pillow.

        


        Enter Madhabdatta


        
          Morol:Listen Madhabdatta, you seem to be hobnobbing with very eminent people nowadays!

        


        
          Madhabdatta:How can you say that, Morolmoshai! Don’t make such jokes. I am an utterly ordinary person.

        


        
          Morol:But this boy of yours is awaiting a letter from the king.

        


        
          Madhabdatta:He’s young, and crazy. We shouldn’t take his words seriously, should we!

        


        
          Morol:No, no, what’s so surprising about it? Where would the king find a worthy household such as yours? That’s why, don’t you see, the king’s new post office is situated directly in front of your window? Here, you young lad, here’s a letter for you from the king!

        


        
          Amal(starting up): Truly?

        


        
          Morol:Can it be anything but true! Your friendship with the king! (Handing him a blank sheet) Hahahaha, here’s his letter!

        


        
          Amal:Please don’t laugh at me... Fakir, fakir, do tell me, is this really his letter?

        


        
          Thakurda:Yes baba, as I am the fakir I assure you, this is indeed his letter.

        


        
          Amal:But I can’t see anything written here—everything has gone blank today! Morolmoshai, please tell me, what does this letter say?

        


        
          Morol:The king writes: I am going to visit your house within the next couple of days; keep your feast of muri and murki, puffed and sugar-coated rice, ready for me—I can’t tolerate my royal palace even another hour. Hahahaha!

        


        
          Madhabdatta(with folded hands): Morolmoshai, I beseech you, please don’t make a joke of such things.

        


        
          Thakurda:Joke? What joke? Would he dare joke about this?

        


        
          Madhabdatta:Arre! Thakurda, have you lost your senses as well!

        


        
          Thakurda:Yes, I have taken leave of my senses. That is why I can see the writing on this blank sheet of paper. The king writes, he is coming to visit Amal in person, and is bringing his royal Kobiraj, the medicine man, along with him as well.

        


        
          Amal:Fakir! There, fakir, I hear his music playing, can’t you hear it?

        


        
          Morol:Hahahaha! Unless he loses his senses some more, he can’t hear it.

        


        
          Amal:Morolmoshai, I used to imagine you were angry with me—that you didn’t love me. I hadn’t expected that you would really bring me a letter from the king—come, let me bow at your feet and receive your blessings.

        


        
          Morol:No, I must say this boy has a devout soul. He lacks brains, it’s true, but he has a good heart.

        


        
          Amal:It must be past the hour for dusk by now, I think. There it goes—ding-dong ding-dong! Has the evening star arisen, fakir? Why can’t I see it?

        


        
          Thakurda:Because they’ve closed the window. I’ll open it.

        


        Knock on the door, from outside


        
          Madhabdatta:What is that! Who is it? What sort of disturbance is this?

        


        From outside


        Open the door


        
          Madhabdatta:Who are you all?

        


        From outside


        Open the door.


        
          Madhabdatta:Morolmoshai, these are not dacoits, for sure!

        


        
          Morol:Who is it? I am Panchanan Morol. Do you have no fear in your hearts?... See, the noise has stopped. Panchanan’s voice strikes terror in their hearts. However notorious the dacoits might be...

        


        
          Madhabdatta(leaning out of the window): They have broken down the door; that’s why there’s no more noise.

        


        Enter royal messenger


        
          Royal Messenger:The king will come tonight.

        


        
          Morol:What a disaster!

        


        
          Amal:How late at night, O messenger? At what hour?

        


        
          Messenger:At midnight.

        


        
          Amal:When my friend the Prahari rings the bell at the city gate, ding-dong ding-dong ding-dong—at that hour?

        


        
          Messenger:Yes, at that hour. The king has sent his senior-most Kobiraj to examine his young friend.

        


        Enter the Rajkobiraj, the royal medicine man


        
          Rajkobiraj:What’s this! Everything all around is fastened shut! Open them, open them, open all the doors and windows. (Stroking Amal’s body) Baba, how do you feel?

        


        
          Amal:Very good, very good, Kobirajmoshai. I no longer have any sickness, any pain. Ah! They have opened everything—I can see all the stars—the stars beyond the darkness.

        


        
          Rajkobiraj:When the king arrives at midnight, can you rise from your bed to go outside with him?

        


        
          Amal:I can, I can. If I can go out, I’ll be saved. I’ll tell the king, show me the Pole Star in this dark sky. I must have seen that star so many times, but I don’t recognize which one it is, after all.

        


        
          Rajkobiraj:He will help you recognize everything... (to Madhabdatta) Clean this room and decorate it with flowers for the king’s arrival. (Indicating the Morol) But we can’t have that man in the room.

        


        
          Amal:No, no, Kobirajmoshai, he is my friend. Before you came, it was he who brought me the king’s letter.

        


        
          Rajkobiraj:Achchha baba, since he is your friend, he too shall remain in the room.

        


        
          Madhabdatta(whispering to Amal): Baba, the king loves you; he is coming here in person tonight—ask him for some blessings tonight. We are not well off after all. You know all about that, don’t you?

        


        
          Amal:I have already decided to do that, Pishemoshai; you need not worry about it.

        


        
          Madhabdatta:What have you decided, baba?

        


        
          Amal:I’ll request him to make me a messenger for his post office—I’ll go from land to land, house to house, distributing his letters.

        


        
          Madhabdatta(striking his forehead): Alas, how unfortunate I am!

        


        
          Amal:Pishemoshai, the king is coming. What feast shall we prepare for him?

        


        
          Messenger:He has said he will feast on muri-murki here at your place.

        


        
          Amal:Muri-murki! Morolmoshai, you had already told us that! You know all about the king! We knew nothing, after all.

        


        
          Morol:If you send someone over to my house, to fetch some nice dishes for the king...

        


        
          Rajkobiraj:There’s no need for that. Calm down now, all of you. Here it comes, now sleep descends upon his eyes. I shall sit by his pillow... he is growing drowsy. Turn out the lamp... Now let the light shine in, from that star in the sky. He has grown drowsy.

        


        
          Madhabdatta(to Thakurda): Thakurda, why have you become silent as a statue, with folded hands? I feel rather frightened. These things I see now, are they good signs? Why are they darkening my house! What use is starlight to me?

        


        
          Thakurda:Quiet, you disbeliever! Don’t say a word.

        


        Enter Sudha


        
          Sudha:Amal!

        


        
          Rajkobiraj:He has gone to sleep.

        


        
          Sudha:But I have brought flowers for him—can’t I hand them to him?

        


        
          Rajkobiraj:Achchha, give him your flowers.

        


        
          Sudha:When will he awaken?

        


        
          Rajkobiraj:Just now, when the king comes to call him.

        


        
          Sudha:Will you whisper something in his ear then?

        


        
          Rajkobiraj:What shall I tell him?

        


        
          Sudha:Tell him: ‘Sudha has not forgotten you.’

        

      

    

  

  
    
      


      A Poetic Mood and Lack of Food


      
        Cast:


        Kunjabihari


        Bashambad


        Attendant

      


      
        The eminent poet Kunjabihari and Bashambad


        
          Kunjabihari:What brings you here?

        


        
          Bashambad:Sir, I can’t support myself any more. Moshai, that job you had spoken of...

        


        
          Kunjabihari(agitated): Job? What job? Who speaks of jobs on such a beautiful sharat day?

        


        
          Bashambad:Sir, nobody wilfully speaks of such things, but when pangs of hunger...

        


        
          Kunjabihari:Pangs of hunger? Chhi chhi, for shame, that’s a despicable thing to speak of. Don’t mention it again.

        


        
          Bashambad:As you say sir, I shan’t mention it again. But it always comes to mind.

        


        
          Kunjabihari:What’s this you say, Bashambad Babu? Always comes to mind? Even on such a calm, silent, beautiful evening?

        


        
          Bashambad:Yes sir, it haunts me indeed. At this time, it makes itself felt even more urgently. Long back, at ten-thirty, I had swallowed a few morsels of rice before setting out in search of a job. I haven’t eaten anything since.

        


        
          Kunjabihari:So what if you haven’t? What if you haven’t eaten?


          (Bashambad silently scratches his head)


          Don’t you feel, in this sharat moonlight, that human beings don’t have to consume food like animals in order to survive? As if one could pass one’s life quite happily by savouring this moonlight alone, or the nectar of flowers, or the spring breeze?

        


        
          Bashambad(timidly, in a low voice): Sir, life might well pass away in this fashion, but it would not survive—one needs to consume something more.

        


        
          Kunjabihari(angrily): Go and consume that stuff, then. Go stuff yourself with fistfuls of rice, dal and chorchori. This place is out of bounds for you.

        


        
          Bashambad:Where can those things be found, moshai? I’ll go there right away. (Observing that Kunja Babu had flown into a rage) Kunja Babu, you are quite right, just savouring the air in this garden is enough to fill one’s stomach. One does not feel like eating anything else.

        


        
          Kunjabihari:I am happy to hear you say that. Now you are speaking like a true human being. Come, let’s step out. Why remain indoors when we have access to such a garden?

        


        
          Bashambad:Let’s go then. (Aside) There’s a chill in the air... I am not carrying a wrap either...

        


        
          Kunjabihari:Wah! How exquisite is the sharat weather!

        


        
          Bashambad:Indeed it is. But it’s rather chilly.

        


        
          Kunjabihari(wrapping his shawl tight around him): It’s not chilly at all.

        


        
          Bashambad:No, it isn’t chilly. (He shivers violently)

        


        
          Kunjabihari(gazing at the sky): Wah, wah, wah! What a blissful sight! Fragments of white cloud floating like swans on the blue lake of the sky, and in their midst, the moon resembles...

        


        
          Bashambad(coughing very hard): Cough-cough-cough-cough!

        


        
          Kunjabihari:In their midst, the moon resembles...

        


        
          Bashambad:Cough-cough-cough-cough...

        


        
          Kunjabihari(prodding him): Do you hear, Bashambad Babu? In their midst, the moon resembles...

        


        
          Bashambad:Please wait... Cough-cough-gag-gag-rasp-rasp...

        


        
          Kunjabihari(enraged): You are a very nasty man. If you must cough in this fashion, please withdraw into a corner of your room and lie there, huddled in a blanket. Such a garden...

        


        
          Bashambad(terrified, desperately suppressing his cough): Sir, I have nothing else. (Aside) In other words, I have neither blanket nor kantha.

        


        
          Kunjabihari:The splendour of this scene reminds me of a song. Let me sing:


          In the beau-u-utiful grove, blossoming in the tree-ees, lovely baku...

        


        
          Bashambad(sneezes violently): Achchhoooo!

        


        
          Kunjabihari:Lovely baku...

        


        
          Bashambad:Achchhooo... Achchhooo...

        


        
          Kunjabihari:Do you hear? Lovely baku...

        


        
          Bashambad:Achchhoo achchhooo!

        


        
          Kunjabihari:Get out of my garden...

        


        
          Bashambad:Please wait... Achchhooo!

        


        
          Kunjabihari:Out!

        


        
          Bashambad:I’m getting out right away... I have no desire to remain in this garden a minute longer... If I don’t leave this place, my very soul will leave my body. Achchhooo! The loveliness of the sharat season is streaming out of my nose and eyes. I’ll soon die sneezing. Achchhooo achchhooo! Cough-cough! But Kunja Babu, if that job... Achchhooo!

        


        (Kunja Babu wraps his shawl around himself and gazes silently at the moon)


        Enter attendant


        
          Attendant:Your dinner is served.

        


        
          Kunjabihari:Why did you take so long? Should it take you two hours to serve my food?

        


        Rushes off
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      Scene 1


      Enter Prince and Merchant


      
        
          Prince:I can’t take it any more, my friend.

        


        
          Merchant:What makes you restless, Prince?

        


        
          Prince:How can I explain it? Can you explain the restlessness of those flocks of wild ducks flying towards the Himalayas?

        


        
          Merchant:But that’s their home.

        


        
          Prince:If it’s their home, why do they come away? No, no, it’s the joy of flying, a joy that has no reason.

        


        
          Merchant:Do you want to fly?

        


        
          Prince:Indeed, I do.

        


        
          Merchant:I don’t understand you at all. Even staying imprisoned in a cage for a reason is better, I’d say, than flying for no reason at all.

        


        
          Prince:Why do you say there’s a reason for staying confined?

        


        
          Merchant:Because we remain shackled inside a golden cage to satisfy our greed for food and drink.

        


        
          Prince:You won’t understand! You won’t understand at all.

        


        
          Merchant:It is my own weakness: I simply can’t understand things that are beyond comprehension. Why not explain more clearly, what it is that you find intolerable?

        


        
          Prince:Our monotonous life in this palace.

        


        
          Merchant:You call it monotonous? With so many comforts, so many luxuries?

        


        
          Prince:I feel I resemble a stone idol in a golden temple. My ears always filled with the same monotonous sound of the conch-shell and the temple gong! Receiving my regular portion of uncooked rice in the naibedya offering, but unable to relish the bhog, the cooked meal blessed by the deity! How can one tolerate this?

        


        
          Merchant:But the likes of us find it very easy to tolerate. It’s a mercy our rations are fixed and regular. If our bonds were loosened, we’d be struggling to survive. What we get is sufficient to feed our appetite. But as for people like you, what you don’t get is what you crave for, to satisfy your mental hunger.

        


        
          Prince:And every day one is forced to listen to eulogies sung by those minstrels, set to the same fixed rhythm—the same old metre.

        


        
          Merchant:But the oftener eulogies are heard, the more enjoyable they become, I feel. They never grow stale.

        


        
          Prince:One has barely woken up when that tone-deaf bunch begins to perform. And every morning, to be blessed with dhan-durba, grass and paddy, by the same priest our purut thakur! And going in and out, I see that old minder standing upright beside the door, just like a wooden puppet. I just have to try stepping out somewhere, and the armed guard appears at once, crying, ‘Where are you going? Where are you going?’ All of them have choked my heart into silence, I feel.

        


        
          Merchant:Why, when you go hunting occasionally, there’s nothing but wildlife to disturb your peace.

        


        
          Prince:What’s your idea of wildlife? Indeed, I suspect the royal hunter dopes the tigers with opium, for the creatures seem to have adopted the path of nonviolence. So far I haven’t seen a single tiger accomplish a respectable leap.

        


        
          Merchant:Say what you will, I don’t find the tigers’ conduct uncivil. The pomp and ceremony of the hunt remains intact; only our hearts no longer quake in fear.

        


        
          Prince:The other day, I had shot a bear with my arrow, from a great distance, raising cries of glory all around. ‘What a skilful marksman the prince is!’ they all exclaimed. Afterwards, I heard rumours that they had stuffed a bearskin with straw, and set it up. I couldn’t bear such extreme ridicule. I have condemned the hunter to prison.

        


        
          Merchant:You have done him good. That prison of his adjoins the inner quarters of Rani Ma the Queen, so he’s quite comfortable. Why, just the other day, I sent across three maunds of ghee and thirty-three lambs for him, from our place.

        


        
          Prince:What’s the meaning of all this!

        


        
          Merchant:That bear was created upon the Rani Ma’s orders, after all.

        


        
          Prince:You see! We are fenced in with falsehoods. Languishing in the cage of safety, our wings have grown stiff. Everything here is a farce, from beginning to end. They have made a clown prince of me. I feel like tearing apart my regal attire. Seeing those people tilling their fields out there, I think to myself that they are fortunate to be born as farmers, a fortune earned through the merits of their forefathers.

        


        
          Merchant:And try asking them what they think about you? What nonsensical things you’re saying, Prince! You’re concealing your real thoughts. O Patralekha, it’s you who might gauge the secret thoughts of our Prince. Why not ask him about them, once?

        


        Enter Patralekha, a young woman


        (Song)


        
          Patralekha:Your secret will be hid no more,


          In your silent gaze it will be out—

        


        
          Prince:No, no, no, it can be hid no more.

        


        
          Patralekha:It emerges in your blissful smile,


          It appears in the music of your flute, And trembles on your lips, as you secretly dream.

        


        
          Prince:No, no, no, it can be hid no more.

        


        
          Patralekha:The bee is humming,


          And in exquisite agony, thirsty for light, The ashoka has burst into bloom.


          The heart’s lotus, thousand-petalled, Trembles on the water


          In the melancholy light of a rosy dawn...

        


        
          Prince:No, no, no, it can be hid no more.

        


        
          Prince:Indeed, I have a secret; it’s hidden in the sky, somewhere far away. From the ocean’s edge, I gaze at the western horizon. I shall set out in search of what my destiny has concealed there, like the underworld treasure guarded by a yaksha.


          (Song)


          On a trading venture I’ll set forth,


          On a merchant-ship I’ll sail.


          If fortune’s goddess should forsake me,


          Let misfortune prevail.

        


        
          Merchant:What’s this you say! Merchant-ship?


          But you’re chanting a trader’s mantra!

        


        
          Prince:I’ll set my ship in order, and


          Employ a thousand hands;


          To cross the unknown seas, and reach


          Some far-off, unknown lands.


          I’ll cling no more to land and shore,


          Following an unknown star, I’ll go;


          Whither I’ll sail, I do not know,


          On the ocean’s dark expanse...


          But in vain hope I shall not mope


          On this shore of golden sands.

        


        
          Merchant:To navigate the shoreless sea and vanish without trace—that’s not a merchant’s route. Have you received any tidings of this route?

        


        
          Prince:Indeed, I have. In hints and suggestions, in my dreams.


          A green isle in the ocean’s lap,


          With coral circled round.


          On its mountaintops, the seabirds all


          Have made their nesting-ground.


          The wild and stormy gusts of wind


          Make the coconut palm-fronds sway,


          And between the trees of the forest dense,


          The river snakes its way.


          The seven kings’ treasure will be mine,


          If I can reach that land someday.

        


        
          Merchant:From your tune, it’s clear that this treasure is not what merchants trade in. Tell me, what is this treasure called?

        


        
          Prince:Nabina! Nabina—she who embodies newness!

        


        
          Merchant:Nabina! At last, a clear answer.

        


        
          Prince:But her image is still far from clear.


          (Song)


          O Nabina! O Nabina!


          The trodden path you have forsaken.


          In the springtime breeze, your voice I hear;


          ’Midst the golden clouds, I feel you’re there,


          At dawn, as soon as I awaken.

        


        
          Merchant:It will be hard to obtain this dream treasure of yours, I warn you.

        


        
          Prince:You yield to me in dreams alone,


          Why do you mock and tease me so!


          Those alaka blossoms in your hair—


          In which paradise do they grow?


          What unknown melody, O Nabina,


          Do you play in solitude, on your veena!


          Enter Rani Ma

        


        
          Merchant:Rani Ma, he wants to catch an illusion in a net.

        


        
          He wants to discover the land of fairy tales. Rani Ma:How can you say that! Do you want to become a child once more?

        


        
          Prince:Yes, Ma, my spirit feels suffocated in the world of maturity, walled in by wisdom.

        


        
          Rani Ma:I understand son, what you really lack is lack itself. You have developed a distaste for everything you have got. You want to want something, for you haven’t had that opportunity so far.

        


        
          Prince:(Song)


          ‘I want, I want!’ my heart cries out,


          ‘O I want what was never mine.’


          In the midst of all that I possess,


          I’m filled with longing, nevertheless,


          For what was never, never mine.


          I must lose myself, before


          I can find myself anew;


          The evening star must set, to rise


          As the morning star, it’s true.


          ‘Farewell!’ it says, ‘I must depart,


          I must no longer shine.’

        


        
          Ma:Son, if I cling to you, I’ll lose you. You can’t bear the burden of luxury, or the bondage of being served by others. I shall not let my fears bring you harm. I’ll mark your forehead with white sandal paste, and adorn your white turban with a bunch of white karabi blossoms. Let me go and arrange a prayer ritual for our family deity. At dusk, after performing the evening arati ritual, I’ll anoint your eyes with kohl from the soot of the prayer-lamp. It will unblock your vision for the journey.

        


        Exit Rani Ma


        
          Prince:(Song)


          See how the waves in the ocean rise,


          How swiftly the storm-winds blow!


          Through the clouds on the skyline in the west,


          Watch the sunset cast its glow! I look to the north,


          I look to the south,


          But froth is all I see. I’ll touch rock-bottom, that’s for sure,


          If the seashore eludes me.


          But in despair, without a hope, Homebound I’ll no more be.


          To an unknown place I’m headed now,


          Adrift in the shoreless brine.


          I am the solitary oarsman, on


          This empty vessel of mine. Spurred on by a novel breeze,


          I’ll rove from isle to isle;


          I’ll fill my boat with a precious load,


          A fabulous treasure-pile.


          My heart that like a beggar roamed,


          Will return in royal style.

        

      


      Scene 2


      Enter Prince and Merchant


      
        
          Prince:We set sail from one shore, then our boat drowned in mid-ocean, and now we have floated up to a different shore. At last, I feel, my life has entered a new phase.

        


        
          Merchant:Prince, you are ever restless in your quest for what is new. What is new is precisely what I fear. Say what you will, my friend, one feels comfortable with the old.

        


        
          Prince:The frog is comfortable in a dark well. Don’t you realize that we have resurfaced after drowning? Yama, the god of death, has smeared our foreheads with the sacred mark of a new life.

        


        
          Merchant:But you were born with a mark, the mark of royalty on your forehead.

        


        
          Prince:That was the mark of fate’s beggarly alms to me. Erasing it from my forehead with the waters of the ocean, Lord Yama has decreed that I must conquer my new kingdom with new force, in a new land.


          (Song)


          To a new land we have come!


          A place that we’ve never seen before!


          Our broken boat was sunk, and we have drifted to the shore.


          Some unknown spirit will offer new hope


          For what the future holds in store.


          A many-coloured web it’ll weave,


          In motley strands of pain and pleasure.


          To the strains of a novel melody, now,


          Our hearts will dance to a novel measure.


          Our souls will be stirred by a strange new pain


          That will make our smiles and tears combine.


          With nameless flowers, my nameless love


          Will garland me and give her heart to mine.


          When she dances on the grass in spring,


          With youthful zest will her anklets ring;


          The southern breeze, with its wild caresses


          Will stir the clove vines, and her open tresses.

        


        
          Merchant:Prince, these words sound good when set to music. But I ask you, where in this land have you discovered a new vision of youth? I’ve inspected the whole place once, and it resembles a wooden grove constructed by a carpenter. I saw the people with their angular, wooden gait, bodies completely flat, footsteps going clickety-clack, as if they’re wearing square anklets of tamarind wood. Can this dead place be called a new land?

        


        
          Prince:From these very signs, you should realize that this appearance is not real but invented, imposed from above, an outer shell created by the learned pundits of this land. What have we come here for? We’ll rip off the shell. When the raw inner spirit is exposed, it will leave you wonderstruck.

        


        
          Merchant:We merchants judge the value of things only from what can be clearly seen. And you people only have faith in what you cannot see. Achchha, let us see whether any sparks emerge from the embers or not. I feel convinced we’ll lose our breath trying to blow upon the ashes. There! Look! They’re heading this way. It’s like a dance of corpses possessed by spirits!

        


        
          Prince:Let’s move aside, and see what this bizarre scene is all about.


          Enter Pack of Cards. Parade of cards.


          (Song)


          Up and down,


          Forward, backward,


          Left and right,


          We do not glance.


          Stand and sit,


          Open and shut,


          A topsy-turvy


          Crooked deal,


          That’s all! That’s it!

        


        
          Merchant:Do you see that? Red suit and black, rising, falling, lying, sitting, for no reason at all—how bizarre! Ha ha ha ha!

        


        
          Six:What’s this! Laughter!

        


        
          Five:Have you no shame! Laughter!

        


        
          Six:Do you follow no rules! Laughter!

        


        
          Prince:Laughter has some meaning, after all. But your actions have no meaning!

        


        
          Six:Meaning? What use is meaning? We want rules. Don’t you understand? Are you lunatics?

        


        
          Prince:It’s not easy to identify a true lunatic. How did you identify us?

        


        
          Five:From your body language.

        


        
          Price:What did you notice?

        


        
          Six:We noticed that you have motion but no style.

        


        
          Merchant:And you have style I suppose, but no motion?

        


        
          Five:Don’t you know, it is style that’s ancient, while motion is modern, immature, inexperienced and underdeveloped.

        


        
          Six:You have not been reared by traditional gurus. Nobody has explained to you that the streets are full of pits, wet ditches, thorns and prickles—that movement is fraught with danger.

        


        
          Prince:This land belongs to the gurus, indeed. I’ll throw myself upon their mercy.

        


        
          Six:And now, would you tell us who you are?

        


        
          Prince:We come from another land.

        


        
          Five:Enough. Say no more. That means you have no caste, no lineage, no sacred ancestors, no village, no clan, no community, no class, no status.

        


        
          Prince:We have nothing, nothing at all. Shorn of all else, you can see what we are left with. Now, tell us who you are?

        


        
          Six:We belong to the world-famous Card family. I am Six Sharman.

        


        
          Five:I am Five Barman.

        


        
          Prince:And all those others, standing diffidently at a distance?

        


        
          Six:The blackish one there is Three Ghosh.

        


        
          Five:And the reddish one here is Two Das.

        


        
          Merchant:What were the origins of your race?

        


        
          Six:Lord Brahma felt exhausted as he laboured to create the universe. At dusk, he yawned for the first time. We were born of that sacred yawn.

        


        
          Five:That is why, in some heretic tongues, we are known as the Yawn dynasty, rather than the Card dynasty.

        


        
          Merchant:Amazing!

        


        
          Six:At the sacred twilight hour, our four-faced Grandsire Brahma yawned four times at once.

        


        
          Merchant:How extraordinary! What was the result?

        


        
          Six:Out popped Spade, Diamond, Heart and Club. They are all sacred. (Bows in devotion)

        


        
          Prince:Are they all kulin, of the purest caste, of sacred descent?

        


        
          Six:Indeed they are. Original kulins, originating from the holy Mouth.

        


        
          Five:Bhagwan Tashranganidhi, the First Poet of the Card family, invented the first metre after sleeping through four of the day’s six segments of time. From scanning the rhythm of that metre, our thirty-seven-and-a-half systems were born.

        


        
          Prince:We should learn at least one of them.

        


        
          Five:Achchha, turn and look the other way, then.

        


        
          Prince:Why?

        


        
          Five:That’s the rule. Bhai Six, my friend, chant the thung mantra and blow into their ears.

        


        
          Prince:Why?

        


        
          Five:That’s the rule.


          (Song of the Pack of Cards)


          Yaw-aw-aw-awn!


          There’s nothing to be done.


          Days pass by, one by one.


          On and on and on and on,


          There’s nothing to be done.

        


        
          Prince:I can’t bear it any more. I must turn my head.

        


        
          Five:Ah, what have you done! You broke the spell! You defiled the mantra!

        


        
          Prince:Defiled?

        


        
          Five:What else? For a foreigner to cast his eye upon us in mid-mantra!

        


        
          Prince:What is to be done now?

        


        
          Six:We must burn the seed of a bat-eaten gaab—that thick-skinned fruit—and for three days, smear our eyes with the soot. Only then would our forefathers in heaven break their fast.

        


        
          Prince:We have indeed caused grave trouble. We must move with caution in your land.

        


        
          Six:It’s best if you don’t move at all. Then you can remain pure.

        


        
          Prince:What happens if one is pure?

        


        
          Five:If you remain pure, there’s purity, what else? Don’t you understand?

        


        
          Prince:It is beyond our comprehension. I ask you, what were you all doing up there, crowding on that embankment?

        


        
          Six:We were at war.

        


        
          Prince:Do you call that a war?

        


        
          Five:Sure! According to the holiest rules, following the traditional practices appropriate for the House of Cards.


          (Song)


          Images we are, extremely bizarre,


          Very, very holy, and the purest by far.

        


        
          Merchant:But still, without some fire, a war is colourless.

        


        
          Six:Our fire is in our battle-colours.


          In the wars we wage


          There is no rage.


          Look at the Jack—


          He’s so laidback!

        


        
          Merchant:But still, cannons and rifles look good on the battlefield.

        


        
          Five:No arms we bear,


          No battle gear,


          No greed,


          No ire,


          No zest,


          No fire.

        


        
          Prince:But still, even without all that, there must still be a grouse. That’s what the two sides fight over.

        


        
          Six:By the laws that we follow,


          We believe we can spot


          Who’s a friend, and who’s not,


          Who’s sincere and who’s hollow.

        


        
          Five:O stranger, surely your origins too can be traced to some source mentioned in the scriptures?

        


        
          Merchant:Surely. At the very beginning of the Creation process, Grandsire Brahma had barely placed the sun upon his whetstone when a fire-spark entered his nostril. With a noise like a cannon-shot, he sneezed. It was from that earth-shaking sneeze that we emerged.

        


        
          Six:Now we understand. No wonder you’re so restless!

        


        
          Price:We can’t stay still. We are forever being flung about here and there.

        


        
          Five:But that’s not a good thing.

        


        
          Merchant:Who says it’s a good thing? We are still reeling from the impact of that primordial sneeze.

        


        
          Six:I can foresee one good result: the force of that sneeze will fling you out of this island quite soon. You can’t survive here.

        


        
          Merchant:It would be hard to survive here.

        


        
          Five:What are your battles like?

        


        
          Merchant:Four pairs of sneezes on either side: that’s the measure of our wars.

        


        
          Six:Measured by sneezes? My word, that would cause a great deal of head-butting!

        


        
          Merchant:Yes, head-on!

        


        
          Six:Do you also have a mantra composed by your First Poet?

        


        
          Merchant:Indeed, we do.


          (Song)


          Achchhoo!


          You’d threaten me, would you?


          I’ll grab your neck tight,


          Box your jaw with all my might—


          Now, wouldn’t that please you too?

        


        
          Six:O brother Five, they are complete pariahs. What race do you belong to?

        


        
          Merchant:We are No-Sayers, born of the holy Nose.

        


        
          Five:But we have not heard of any high-born race by that name.

        


        
          Merchant:The vapour of that divine yawn has wafted you all to a great height, way beyond the heavens. The force of that divine sneeze has cast us down to earth.

        


        
          Six:It’s the uncontrolled behaviour of the Grandsire’s nose that has made you people so peculiar.

        


        
          Prince:At last you have blurted out the truth: we are strange.


          (Song)


          Heralds of a new life are we,


          We are restless, we are strange.


          We break down fences,


          We are tinged with the ashoka grove’s wild red hue,


          Like a flash of lightning, we set storms free,


          We make mistakes. Into the deep we dive;


          To find the shore, we strive.


          Amidst the storm, wherever it be,


          To answer the call of life or death,


          Ever ready are we.

        


        
          Six and Five(exchanging glances): This won’t do. It just won’t do!

        


        
          Prince:We do precisely what won’t do.

        


        
          Six:But there are rules.

        


        
          Prince:When the law of the fence is broken, the law of the open road reveals itself. Else, how can we progress?

        


        
          Five:O-re bhai, how can they say that? Progress? He speaks of progress, without batting an eyelid!

        


        
          Prince:What else is action for?

        


        
          Six:Action? Why would you want to act? It’s the law that will act.


          (Song)


          You must go by the book.


          You must not try to look,


          Either ahead or back,


          Just follow the beaten track.

        


        
          Prince:In those forests, so dense,


          Is there order and good sense?


          How wildly the waterfalls spill


          Down the slope of that southern hill!

        


        
          Pack of Cards:Don’t look there, oh no!


          Don’t go there, don’t go!


          Just follow the beaten track!

        


        
          Five:Enough! There come Saheb the King and Bibi the Queen. They will hold court here today. Here, take a pumpkin-stem each.

        


        
          Prince:A pumpkin-stem! Ha ha ha ha! Why?

        


        
          Five:Silence! Don’t laugh. It’s the law. Face north-east. You dare not turn to look south-west.

        


        
          Prince:Why?

        


        
          Six:It’s the law.


          Enter King, Queen, Ace, Knave, etc., each with an individual stylized gait

        


        
          Prince:O bhai, let me entertain the king with an eulogy. You can wave that pumpkin-stem.


          (Song)


          Hail to thee, scion of the House of Cards,


          Dweller on the shores of sleep,


          Wrecker of all amusement.

        


        
          Pack of Cards:Ruined, ruined, ruined! You barbarian, you have untimely disrupted the court session.

        


        
          King:Calm down. Who are they?

        


        
          Six:Strangers from a foreign land.

        


        
          King:Strangers from a foreign land? Then our laws won’t work. Shuffle your positions once, all of you, and that will dispel the adverse influence of their presence. Let us begin with the national anthem of the General Assembly of Cards.

        


        
          Everyone:(Song)


          Spades and Clubs and Hearts


          Dance to the purest antique measure.


          Spades and Clubs and Hearts.


          Some rise, some fall,


          Some don’t move at all,


          Some remain supine,


          In a state of leisure.


          We never speak,


          We never smile,


          Just follow the leader,


          Ever-docile.


          Our ancient gait


          Is always straight.


          Nothing sways us, makes us falter,


          Nothing is ever allowed to alter.

        


        
          King:O stranger!

        


        
          Prince:Yes, Raja Saheb.

        


        
          King:Who are you?

        


        
          Prince:I am a messenger from overseas.

        


        
          Knave:What gifts do you bear?

        


        
          Prince:I bring what is scarcest of all in this land.

        


        
          Knave:What may that be?

        


        
          Prince:Disturbance.

        


        
          Six:Did you hear that, Raja Saheb? Did you hear what he said? The man wants progress, and believe it or not, he laughs. In a couple of days, he’ll lighten the air in this place.

        


        
          Knave:The air here is more still, more heavy, than on any other planet. Even the thunderbolts of Indra, king of the gods, cannot disturb it, let alone anyone else.

        


        
          Everyone(together): Let alone anyone else.

        


        
          Knave:If this light-hearted stranger lightens this air, what will happen?

        


        
          King:That is a matter of grave concern.

        


        
          Everyone:A matter of grave concern.

        


        
          Knave:It’s a light breeze that heralds a storm. When there’s a storm, all laws are blown away. Then, even our purut thakur, priest Nine Goswami, will begin to speak of progress.

        


        
          Five:God forbid, even laughter may become contagious here.

        


        
          King:O Knave of Spades!

        


        
          Knave:Yes, Raja Saheb!

        


        
          King:You happen to be an editor.

        


        
          Knave:I am the editor of Tashdwippradip, the Card Isle Beacon. I am the custodian of culture on our Card Isle Tashdwip.

        


        
          King:Culture! What’s that? It doesn’t have a pleasing sound!

        


        
          Knave:No, Maharaj. It’s neither pleasant, nor clear, but it’s what we call new, the newest gift we’ve received. That very culture is at risk today.

        


        
          Everyone:Culture, culture, culture.

        


        
          King:Your paper has an editorial column, surely?

        


        
          Knave:Two large columns.

        


        
          King:Those columns must create an uproar that will leave everyone petrified, turned to columns of stone. I shall not tolerate a lightening of our atmosphere.

        


        
          Knave:A law of conformity is required.

        


        
          King:What was that you said? A law of conformity?

        


        
          Knave:That’s the latest jargon for the Tweak-on-the-Ear Law. This too is the latest gift.

        


        
          King:Achchha, we’ll see to it later. Stranger, do you have any submission to make?

        


        
          Prince:Yes, but not to you.

        


        
          King:To whom?

        


        
          Prince:To all these princesses.

        


        
          King:Achchha, go ahead.

        


        
          Prince:(Song)


          O beauties, tame as statues in stone,


          Let the restive spirit stir your soul.


          Come to the flower-garden alone.


          Let teardrops glisten in your eye,


          And let the blossoming buds of pain


          Be coloured with a scarlet dye.

        


        
          Queen:How lawless! How unreasonable!

        


        
          Five:Raja Saheb, cast him out, throw him into exile!

        


        
          King:Exile! Rani Bibi, what is your opinion? Why do you remain silent? Do you hear me? Give me an answer. What do you say? Do you agree to exile?

        


        
          Queen:No, not exile.

        


        
          Ace Princesses(one at a time): No, not exile.

        


        
          King:Rani Bibi, your behaviour seems rather strange.

        


        
          Queen:I feel rather strange myself.

        


        
          Knave:Ace Princesses, Beautiful Queens, remember the editorial column is in my hands.

        


        
          Everyone:Culture, culture, the culture of Card Isle. Save that culture!

        


        
          Knave:Impose the Law of Conformity.

        


        
          King:In other words?

        


        
          Knave:The Law of Tweak-the-Ear-Hard.

        


        
          King:I understand. Rani Bibi, what is your opinion? Shall I impose the Law of Conformity, then?

        


        
          Queen:We too deploy the Law of Conformity in the inner quarters of the andarmahal. We shall see who is condemned to exile, and by whom.

        


        
          Ace Princesses(together): We shall invoke the Counter-Law of Disobedience.

        


        
          Knave:What’s this? Alas for culture, alas, alas!

        


        
          King:I declare the assembly dissolved. Come away immediately, all of you. This place is no longer safe.

        


        Exit Pack of Cards


        
          Merchant:Partner, this place is becoming intolerable now. The Maker seems to have played a prank to amuse himself, when he created this race! If we fall into their clutches, we too shall be ruined.

        


        
          Prince:Don’t you notice the changes taking place unobtrusively? Don’t you feel the stirring of new life within these puppets? I am certainly not going to leave without seeing this through to the end.

        


        
          Merchant:But this is a cage, a living death! Their hearts are pickled in the brine of rules.

        


        
          Prince:Just open your eyes and look in that direction.

        


        
          Merchant:Indeed, my friend, the mantra from overseas seems to be working on them. The Nine of Spades is reclining beneath the tree, legs outstretched, gazing at the sky. The laws of this land have been blown away, I see.

        


        
          Prince:He is listening to the footsteps of the Queen of Clubs, echoing in the sky. He may not fancy our company now. Come, let’s move aside.

        


        Exit

      


      Scene 3


      Iskabani, a female Spade, putting on make-up.


      Enter Tekkani, a female Ace


      
        
          Tekkani:(Song)


          Tell me, my dearest, tell me his name


          Whisper it in my ear, the name


          That echoes in your veena-string.


          In the forest grove, that name will mingle


          With the breeze in spring,


          With the song of the lonely bird,


          Steeped in the scent of bakul blossoms.


          Or on the lips of your female friends,


          That name will be uttered in jest.


          When you are alone, on a full moon night,


          When your heart frets without cause,


          I shall sing that name to you.

        


        
          Iskabani:My dear friend, what has happened to our Land of Cards? What winds of frenzy have those strangers brought with them? My heart wavers, constantly sways this way and that.

        


        
          Tekkani:Yes, my dear friend Iskabani. Who would have known, even two days ago, that the cards would lose their caste and adopt human ways? Chhi, what a shame!

        


        
          Iskabani:Tell me dear friend, aren’t human ways against the rules? It’s that Haratani of yours who is at the root of all this. Haven’t you noticed? Nowadays her gait is unsteady, her movements exactly like the humans’. She even forgets protocol, where to stand and beside whom, on some occasions. Tongues are wagging here, in our locality. She will ruin the reputation of the Land of Cards.

        


        Enter Chiretani, a female Club


        
          Chiretani:So, madam Tekkathakrun, you are spreading calumny about us, I’m told. You’ve been accusing us of having lost our purity of conduct, because we sit when we should stand, stand when we should sit.

        


        
          Tekkani:Well, I have told the truth: what’s wrong with that? Those red patches on your cheeks, my scarlet one—where did they acquire that shade? And as for the arch of your eyebrow—from what overseas moonless night have you borrowed that kohl? Never through the ages has this been prescribed in the scriptures of Card Isle! Do you imagine that it would escape anyone’s notice?

        


        
          Chiretani:What a shame! I’m mortified! And as for all your whispering, day and night, under the bakul tree with that female companion of yours—is that prescribed in the scriptures of Card Isle? Meanwhile, the poor Knave there is pining away without his partner.

        


        
          Iskabani:Aha, instructress Guruthakrun, there’s no need to preach. That red ribbon in your hair is enough for all the rules and customs of Card Isle to hang themselves with. For a Card Lady to act so brazen!

        


        
          Chiretani:So what? I don’t fear anyone; it’s against my nature to be secretive like you people. Dahalani, that Ten of yours, tried the other day to mock me for becoming a Manabi, a female human. I told her clearly that if only I could become a Manabi instead of leading a moribund life as a female Card or Tashini, I would be saved!

        


        
          Iskabani:O don’t be so arrogant, I tell you. Do you know there’s talk of declaring you an outcaste?

        


        
          Chiretani:It’s merely the Card caste after all. I’ve renounced it of my own accord. What can threaten me now?

        


        
          Iskabani:What a disaster! I never heard such audacious words in my life! She’s announcing to the world that she will become a Manabi! Come on, bhai Tekkarani, someone might see us talking to her. She will be our ruination too!

        


        Exit

      


      Scene 4


      Enter Haratani Tekka, female Ace of Hearts


      
        
          Haratani:(Song)


          I came to the bower


          To pluck a flower,


          To my own feelings I was utterly blind.


          But this is no simple flower-plucking,


          There’s more to it, I now realize!


          I can’t describe my state of mind,


          But tears are streaming from my eyes.


          Enter Ruiton Saheb, King of Diamonds

        


        
          Ruiton:What’s this, Haratani, what are you doing here? I’ve been searching for you all day, and it’s grown so late.

        


        
          Haratani:Why, what’s the matter? What do you want?

        


        
          Ruiton:You have been summoned to our royal assembly, the Garabumandal.

        


        
          Haratani:Tell them I’m lost.

        


        
          Ruiton:Lost?

        


        
          Haratani:Yes, lost. You will never find the one you seek—never.

        


        
          Ruiton:How extraordinary! What audacity! For you to visit this forest! Don’t you know it’s against the law?

        


        
          Haratani:It’s against the law indeed, but whose law has summoned up such heavy clouds in the sky above our rainless Land of Cards? When I woke up, I suddenly found the whole sky covered with deep blue clouds. The peacocks in your land always walked with measured steps and danced with caution, but why today did they dance with such abandon, fanning out their tail-feathers?

        


        
          Ruiton:But for someone who regards even the courtyard beyond her room as an alien land, to go out plucking flowers—where did you get such a bizarre idea?

        


        
          Haratani:Suddenly I felt I was a malini, a female gardener; that I used to pluck flowers in some previous birth. Today, the fragrance of the flower grove from that former birth wafted to me on the easterly breeze. A bee from that grove of madhavi blossoms has entered my heart.


          (Song)


          Into my heart came the humming bee!


          Whose tidings has it brought to me?


          Touched by a sun from the distant skies,


          The madhavi blossom has opened its eyes!


          Her awakening’s the theme of my visitor’s song.


          He’s abuzz with these rumours, all day long.


          When a restless agony stirs my mind,


          How can I stay indoors, confined?


          Or pass my days, just marking time?


          At the touch of an unseen magic wand,


          I abandon all the work at hand,


          And spin webs instead, of song and rhyme.

        


        
          Ruiton:Achchha, I am searching for the Bibi Sundaris to call them to the Garabumandal, but are they also...

        


        
          Haratani:Yes, they are also here, by the river’s edge, beneath the trees.

        


        
          Ruiton:What are they doing?

        


        
          Haratani:Changing their attire, just like me. How do I look? Do you like what you see?

        


        
          Ruiton:It’s as if a veil has been removed, as if the clouds have parted to reveal the moon. You seem like a totally new person.

        


        
          Haratani:Your Six and Five had come here to threaten us. Go and see what has happened to them.

        


        
          Ruiton:Why? What has happened?

        


        
          Haratani:They are wandering like lunatics, sighing, even humming songs to themselves.

        


        
          Ruiton:Songs! Six and Five humming songs!

        


        
          Haratani:Tunelessly, if not in tune. I was braiding my hair then. I couldn’t remain there; I had to leave.

        


        
          Ruiton:You amaze me. Braiding your hair! Who taught you that art?

        


        
          Haratani:No one. Look there—now the rain has brought the dried-up waterfalls back to life. Streams of water have started flowing into each other in braided patterns. Who taught them that art? Come with me: let me take you where you can hear the song of Six and Five.

        


        Exit


        Enter Bibis, all the Queens


        
          Bibis:(Song and dance)


          Who attunes my ear


          To the new melody I hear?


          My cares float away on a tide of song.


          Haunted by the shadow of a previous birth,


          The weeping melody wanders the earth,


          Mourning for its veena, lost so long.


          On this spring night designed for love,


          Towards some unknown star, above,


          My thoughts float away on a tide of song.

        


        Exit


        Re-enter Ruiton and Haratani


        
          Ruiton:How can I blame anyone else? I feel like singing too.

        


        
          Haratani:Watch out, let the editor not hear you, or he’ll fix you in his column. I saw him roaming in search of news about this forest.

        


        
          Ruiton:Look, Haratani, my fears have vanished—I wonder why! Order me to do something—I want to perform some daring feat at your bidding.

        


        
          Haratani:Please don’t sing, whatever else you do. The hibiscus is blooming in the forest—pluck some blossoms for me. I’ll redden the soles of my feet with the juice of those flowers.

        


        
          Ruiton:You know, my beautiful one, as soon as I woke up this morning, I realized that our existence as cards is a dream. The dream was suddenly disrupted. Now, for all of us, a new birth is in the air. That is what brings these words to our tongues, this music to our ears. Listen to that! Listen, someone is drawing down from the sky the song I had composed in some remote bygone era.


          (Song)


          Let the flowers that blossom in my heart


          Tinge the soles of your feet with a scarlet hue.


          Let my songs, like jewels, adorn your ears;


          With gems blood-red, let me garland you.

        


        
          Haratani:Did you actually compose this song someday, and for me? How did you do that?

        


        
          Ruiton:Just as you braided your hair.

        


        
          Haratani:Achchha, do you remember that I had danced to your song, in some bygone era?

        


        
          Ruiton:I remember it now; it’s coming back to me. I wonder how I had forgotten for so long.


          (Song)


          A wild breeze sets my song-boat rocking,


          Rocking to the rhythm of your playful dance.


          If the rope should fray,


          If the rudder falls away,


          If the waves rise high,


          If death seems nigh,


          Sure of victory, I’ll boldly advance.

        


        
          Ruiton:See, Haratani, how desperately my heart longs to challenge Yama Raja, the god of death. I clearly recall the scene when you anointed my forehead with a victory mark, and I set out to rescue an imprisoned woman. I sounded my bugle at the locked gateway of the fortress. The farewell song you sang then floats back to my ears.


          (Song)


          Bring me a victory garland.


          Through the long night, I shall remain awake.


          When you tread the shores of death,


          My heart will tremble within my bosom,


          If all is lost, I’ll share your fate.

        


        
          Haratani:Come, come, my hero, let’s pledge our lives and set out together. Ahead, I see a menacing black rock; we must smash it to bits. If it crashes down upon our heads, let it. We must carve out our path by splitting asunder the boulder’s heart. Why have we come here, after all? Chhi, for shame, why are we here at all? What meaningless days, what lifeless nights! From moment to moment, what a vicious circle of futility!

        


        
          Ruiton:Do you have the courage, my beauty?

        


        
          Haratani:I do, I do!

        


        
          Ruiton:Won’t you be terrified of the unknown?

        


        
          Haratani:No, I won’t.

        


        
          Ruiton:Your feet will be sore and wounded; the path will seem endless.

        


        
          Haratani:In some far-off age, we had set forth on that impossible journey. At night I bore a torch to light your path; by day I walked in front, bearing your victory flag. Now arise once more; we must break down this fence of idleness, this boundary line of inertia; we must discard all this meaningless clutter.

        


        
          Ruiton:Tear away the veil, tear it to shreds. Become free, pure and whole!

        


        Exit


        Enter Six and Five


        
          Six:O Five, look what’s happened to us!

        


        
          Five:I feel terribly ashamed to look at myself. Fool, fool! What were you doing all these days?

        


        
          Six:Why, at last does the question arise in my heart: what does all this mean?

        


        
          Five:There comes Pundit Ten. Let’s ask him.

        


        Enter Ten


        
          Six:What is the meaning of all these rituals of rising-and-falling, reclining-and-sitting-up that we have been following for so long?

        


        
          Ten:Quiet!

        


        
          Six and Five:We shall not be quiet!

        


        
          Ten:Are you not afraid?

        


        
          Six and Five(together): Not afraid. You have to explain the meaning of all this.

        


        
          Ten:There are no meanings, only rules.

        


        
          Six:And what if we don’t obey the rules?

        


        
          Ten:You will go to hell.

        


        
          Six:To hell I will go, then!

        


        
          Ten:What for?

        


        
          Five:To fight dishonour, if it exists there.

        


        
          Ten:What obdurate talk, in this peace-loving land!

        


        
          Five:We have resolved to break the peace.

        


        Enter Haratani


        
          Ten:Do you hear that, Haratani? They want to break the peace of our land, here at the shore of our bottomless Pacific Ocean.

        


        
          Haratani:This peace of ours is like an ancient tree, eaten away by worms from within. It is lifeless, and needs to be cut down.

        


        
          Ten:Chhi, chhi, chhi, for shame! How could such words pass your lips! As a woman, you must protect our peace; as men, we must protect our culture.

        


        
          Haratani:You have fooled us for a very long time, pundit. No more. Your cold peace-sap has frozen our blood. Delude us no more.

        


        
          Ten:What a disaster! Who has told you all these things?

        


        
          Haratani:The very One my heart secretly calls. It is His music I hear in the skies.

        


        
          Ten:What a disaster! Music in the sky! That’s the end of Card Isle. I shall linger here no more.

        


        Exit


        
          Six:O beautiful one, it is you who must show us the way.

        


        
          Five:You have received the mantra of restlessness. Please initiate us into that mantra.

        


        
          Haratani:We are spurned by Destiny, condemned to disgraceful ignorance. Come! Let’s get out of here.

        


        
          Six:But at the slightest move, they blame us of being ‘impure’.

        


        
          Haratani:We might be the ones to blame, but we are not impure enough to remain moribund.

        


        Exit


        Enter Iskabani and Tekkani, plucking flowers


        
          Tekkani:On no, here comes Dahalani, Madam Ten. There’s no saving us now.

        


        Enter Dahalani


        
          Dahalani:Why are you trying to hide? Who is it? I can’t recognize you! It’s our own Tekkani. And who’s this? She’s our Iskabani. Good grief! What have you done to your appearance? You’ve donned human attire, I suppose? Have you no shame?

        


        
          Tekkani:We didn’t don any attire, but our attire has suddenly fallen away.

        


        
          Dahalani:The ties of Card Isle are very secure. A thousand knots tied over a thousand years—and they fell away? How did such an extraordinary thing happen?

        


        
          Iskabani:A certain breeze was blowing.

        


        
          Dahalani:Goodness, how can you say that! Can the breeze of Card Isle sever the ties that bind? To cast such a grave aspersion upon our Pavandev, god of the winds! Is this a land of heretics, I ask you, that the faintest breeze can blow the dry leaves off the trees?

        


        
          Iskabani:Why not see with your own eyes, didi, what changes our Pavandev has wrought?

        


        
          Dahalani:Look, such big talk doesn’t suit small fry like you. Pavandev is our sacred deity. But the scriptures say he has a son, a great hero, who travels in giant leaps. Perhaps it is his spirit that has possessed you.

        


        
          Tekkani:Why do you target us alone with your jibes? Haven’t you noticed yet? Pavandev’s son has been leaping all over the Land of Cards. He is at large, setting the hearts of female cards on fire.

        


        
          Iskabani:The humans from overseas claim him for their ancestor.

        


        
          Dahalani:That’s possible. Indeed, they have descended from the high-jumping simian tribe.

        


        
          Tekkani:Achchha, tell me frankly, didi—is your heart secretly restless too? No, you can’t keep quiet.

        


        
          Dahalani:You won’t tell anyone else, will you?

        


        
          Tekkani:I swear I won’t tell a soul.

        


        
          Dahalani:Last night, in the wee hours, I dreamt that I had suddenly become human, moving freely just like them. When I awakened, I could have died of shame. But...

        


        
          Tekkani:But... what?

        


        
          Dahalani:Let it be.

        


        
          Iskabai:I see, I see! Daytime’s fettered bird found freedom in a dream.

        


        
          Dahalani:Quiet, quiet, quiet! If Pundit Nine hears of it, he’ll impose a penance even for my dream. It’s sinful, after all. But what joy in dreaming!

        


        
          Tekkani:Exactly bhai, a strong breeze from overseas is blowing here in the Land of Cards. I can’t seem to hold on to anything; it’s blowing everything away.

        


        
          Dahalani:But still, even now, while some things have taken flight, others still remain grounded. The veil may have slipped off our heads, but the wind couldn’t straighten out our twisted anklets.

        


        
          Iskabani:You’re right. Our hearts are vacillating between one seashore and the other. See how desperate Chiretani is to become human, but because she can’t, she has donned a human mask, produced in the workshops of Card Land itself. How peculiar she looks.

        


        
          Dahalani:We ourselves cannot gauge how we appear now. Yesterday, from behind a tree, I heard the merchant say: ‘They are making clowns of themselves, trying to be human.’

        


        
          Tekkani:How embarrassing! What did the prince say?

        


        
          Dahalani:He lost his temper and said: ‘That’s a good thing, for through their attire, we can see taste emerge.’ He declared: ‘Don’t ridicule this. If you want to laugh, seek out the humans who go about attired as clownish cards.’

        


        
          Iskabani:Goodness, does that happen too? For humans to imitate cards! Achchha, how do such people behave?

        


        
          Dahalani:The prince said they rub their lips with coloured sticks, trace their eyebrows with lampblack and do all sorts of other things, just like our painted cards. Funniest of all, they attach hoofed leather beneath the soles of their feet.

        


        
          Tekkani:Why?

        


        
          Dahalani:It raises their status, so their feet don’t touch the earth. All in true card-style. Painted, decorated style.

        


        
          Iskabani:It’s a perverse game Pavandev is playing, I see! Female cards want to shed their paint to become human, while humans want to paint themselves like female cards! But I have resolved, bhai, to ask the prince for initiation into the human mantra.

        


        
          Tekkani:Me too.

        


        
          Dahalani:I want it too, but I also feel afraid. I have heard that humans suffer great misery, while cards are free of care.

        


        
          Iskabani:Do you speak of suffering, bhai? Suffering has already begun its dance within my heart.

        


        
          Tekkani:But I don’t want to give up the intoxication of that suffering. Every so often, my eyes swim with tears. I can’t fathom why.


          (Song)


          Why are my eyes awash with tears?


          Why does my heart thus fume and fret?


          As if a sudden memory awakes,


          Long lost, but not forgotten yet;


          As if some words once spoken gave offence,


          And someone, slighted, departed hence.


          Does the heart now rue its old mistakes?


          As if a sudden memory awakes,


          Long lost, but not forgotten yet.

        


        
          Iskabani:Run, run, the editor is coming. If these rumours reach the newspaper, we cannot show our faces in public.

        


        
          Dahalani:There they come, the whole group together. Today’s assembly will take place beneath the old neem tree. We’ll linger here no more.

        


        Exit


        Enter Raja Saheb and company


        
          King:This place seems strange. What is that smell? Five: It’s the smell of the kadamba blossom. King: Kadamba! What a strange name. What’s that bird we hear?

        


        
          Five:It’s called the ghughu, we’re told.

        


        
          King:Ghughu! Give it a civilized name in the Card language—call it Binti, after the card game... It has become hard to proceed with our work today, what with words echoing in the sky and melodies playing in the breeze. I have kept my calm with great difficulty. It proved hard to keep Rani Bibi indoors—she’s dancing about like one possessed. Courtiers, you look unrecognizable today, without your courtly attire, like utter barbarians.

        


        
          All:It’s not our fault. Our attire came loose and fell off on its own. Our garments are strewn about the streets.

        


        
          King:Editor, you too seem to have lost your gravity.

        


        
          Knave:Since morning I have been in the woods, collecting the names of fugitives. The breeze here has affected me. Trying to fill my editorial column, I found verses pouring from my pen. I’m told this type of discharge is what modern doctors call influenza.

        


        
          King:What’s it like? Let’s see an example.

        


        
          Knave:If the very air refuses to adhere


          To the strictest law of obedience here,


          Tell me, then


          Can lawmaker Ten


          Keep our precious culture pure?


          This land of ours is doomed, for sure.

        


        
          King:Enough! No more. Put this into the textbook for fourth-grade students. Let the children of Card Isle learn it by heart.

        


        
          Six:Raja Saheb, we are not infant pupils of your fourth grade. Today, we suddenly feel grown-up. That rhythm does not appeal to us.

        


        
          Five:O stranger, can you let us hear the rhythm from overseas?

        


        
          Prince:I can. Listen, then.


          (Song)


          A lightning-laden thunderstorm


          Sears the sky in the summer heat.


          It makes tree-branches dance in tune


          To the rhythm of a bold new beat.


          Lured by the call of open space,


          The birds soar to a dizzying height,


          The wind beneath their wings propelled


          By the rhythm of uncharted flight.


          The rhythm churns my inner soul,


          Pitting the black against the white,


          Making forms of good and bad collide,


          Throwing the crooked against the upright.


          The rhythm flares in flames of sacrifice,


          It fires the freedom fighter’s blood,


          It spurs the Destroyer’s chariot wheels


          Towards the end of the world, the final flood.

        


        
          King:Did you understand any of this?

        


        
          Pack of Cards:Nothing at all.

        


        
          King:So?

        


        
          Pack of Cards:It stirred our soul.

        


        
          Death will not harm


          The one who stays composed and calm.


          He’ll test him out, then let him be.’


          ‘I need him not!’ He will decree.


          Listen, stranger.

        


        
          Prince:I await your orders.

        


        
          King:You roam restlessly all over Card Isle—diving into the water, climbing mountaintops, hacking your path through forests with your axe—what for?

        


        
          Prince:Raja Saheb, all of you are constantly rising and falling, flipping over, turning about, rolling about on the ground—what for, either?

        


        
          King:That is our law. Prince: This is our desire.

        


        
          King:Desire? What a disaster! Desire here, in this Land of Cards? Friends, what do you all say?

        


        
          Six and Five:We have accepted the ‘Mantra of Desire’ from him.

        


        
          King:What mantra is that?

        


        
          Six and Five:(Song)


          


          Desire! It’s Desire!


          It is the force that makes and breaks,


          The element that gives and takes.


          The power that smashes lock-and-key,


          Severs shackles and breaks free,


          Only to return, and be


          Again in bondage—it’s Desire!

        


        
          King:Go, go, go away from here, leave this place quickly! Haratani, didn’t you hear my words? Chiretani, do you observe her conduct? Why has this suddenly happened?

        


        
          Haratani:It’s my desire.

        


        
          Other Aces:Desire.

        


        
          King:What’s this, Rani Bibi, why did you arise so quickly?

        


        
          Rani:I can’t stay still any more.

        


        
          King:Rani Bibi, I suspect your mind is distracted.

        


        
          Rani:Without a doubt, it is distracted.

        


        
          King:Do you know that in Card Isle restlessness is the greatest crime?

        


        
          Rani:I know, and I also know that no crime is more enjoyable.

        


        
          King:You describe a punishable offence as enjoyable—have you even forgotten the language of Card Isle?

        


        
          Rani:In the language of our Card Isle, shackles are called ornaments. It’s time to forget this language.

        


        
          Ruiton:Yes, Rani Bibi, in their language, prison is called sasurbari, the marital home.

        


        
          King:Quiet!

        


        
          Haratani:Riddles are called scriptures.

        


        
          King:Quiet!

        


        
          Haratani:The dumb are called saints.

        


        
          King:Quiet!

        


        
          Haratani:Fools are called pundits.

        


        
          King:Quiet!

        


        
          Five:The dead are called the living.

        


        
          King:Quiet!

        


        
          Rani:And heaven is called sinful. Say, all of you: ‘Victory to Desire!’

        


        
          All:Victory to Desire!

        


        
          King:Rani Bibi, you are exiled to the forest!

        


        
          Rani:What a relief!

        


        
          King:Exile!... What’s this? But you’re leaving! Where are you going!

        


        
          Rani:To my place of exile.

        


        
          King:Would you abandon me?

        


        
          Rani:Why should I abandon you?

        


        
          King:What then?

        


        
          Rani:I’ll take you with me.

        


        
          King:Where? Rani: To our place of exile.

        


        
          King:And all these others, my subjects?

        


        
          All:We shall go into exile.

        


        
          King:Pundit Ten, what do you think?

        


        
          Ten:I think exile is a good thing.

        


        
          King:And your scriptures?

        


        
          Ten:I’ll throw them into the sea.

        


        
          King:The Law of Obedience?

        


        
          Ten:It won’t work any more.

        


        
          All:Won’t work, won’t work.

        


        
          Rani:Where have those humans gone?

        


        
          Prince:Here we are.

        


        
          Rani:Can we become human?

        


        
          Prince:You can, of course you can.

        


        
          King:O stranger, can I become human too?

        


        
          Prince:I doubt it. But the Rani will support you. Victory to the Rani!


          They all sing together.


          (Song)


          Break down the dam, break down the dam,


          Let’s break it down!


          Set our captive spirits free.


          In the dried-up channel, release the flood


          Of the life force, flowing in manic glee.


          Let’s sing to the victory of this breakdown!


          Let the old and stale be swept away,


          Let go, let it be swept away.


          A new life beckons; we hear its call:


          ‘Fear not, fear not, not at all!’


          For us, the unknown holds no dread.


          Towards its doors, let’s press ahead.


          Break down those doors, let’s break them down!

        

      

    

  

  
    
      


      Stories

      

      [image: Stories]


      Hungry Stone


      It was on our way back to Kolkata after a trip around the country during our Puja vacation that my cousin and I met the man on the train. From his attire, I at first mistook the stranger for a Muslim from the western region. His conversation was even more puzzling. He began talking about everything under the sun as if the Creator always consulted him at every step. We had been happily ignorant of all the unheard-of, mysterious goings-on in the world. We did not know that the Russians had advanced so far, that the English had such hidden motives, or that the local rajas were hatching such conspiracies. ‘There happen more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are reported in your newspapers,’ sneered our new acquaintance. To us, out on our first journey away from home, this man’s demeanour appeared amazing. At the drop of a hat, he would allude to things scientific, or expand upon the Vedas, or break into Persian couplets. Since we had no command of science or the Vedas or Persian, our respect for him grew in leaps and bounds. In fact, my theosophist cousin became convinced that this co-traveller of ours had some connection with otherworldly things—some special magnetism or supernatural power or astral body, or something of the sort. He was listening with rapt attention to even the most ordinary remarks of this extraordinary person, and secretly noting them down. From the extraordinary gentleman’s manner, I realized that he too had sensed this admiration, and was rather pleased.


      When the train stopped at a junction, we trooped into the waiting room to wait for the onward connection. It was half-past ten at night. Due to some obstruction on the way, the next train would be very late, we were told. Meanwhile, I had spread out my bedding to sleep on the table, when that strange gentleman launched on the following story. There was to be no sleep for me that night, after all.


      ***


      Owing to a disagreement over some administrative matters, I resigned from my post at Junagarh and entered the Nizam’s administration in Hyderabad. Seeing that I was young and strong, they at first deployed me in Barich, to collect revenues on cotton.


      Barich is a very romantic place. Beneath the solitary hills, through vast forests, the river Shusta (the local name for the Sanskrit Swachchhatoa) swirls swiftly, like a skilled dancer, over the river bed with its chiming pebbles, turning and twisting at every step. Directly beside the river, above a very high ghat paved with a hundred and fifty steps, a white stone palace stands alone at the foot of the mountain. There is no human habitation nearby. The cotton market and the village of Barich are far away.


      Almost 250 years ago, Shah Mahmud II had built the palace in this desolate area for his own pleasure. Since then, fragrant rosewater would gush from the spouts in the bathing area, and in that cool, moist, secluded building, seated on wet stone benches engraved in marble, stretching out their tender, bare, petal-soft feet into the pure waters of the bathing tank, young Persian women, their hair unbound before their bath, strumming the sitars in their laps, would sing romantic ghazals about vineyards.


      Now those fountains play no more, that music is gone, and the white stone floor does not reverberate at the exquisite contact of those fair feet. This place today is a vast, empty dwelling place for revenue-collectors like us, tormented by our loneliness, lacking female company. But Karim Khan, the old clerk at the office, had repeatedly urged me not to stay in this palace. ‘Spend the day there if you wish,’ he warned, ‘but never spend the night.’ I had laughed it off. My attendants said they would work until dusk, but not stay there overnight. ‘Very well,’ I declared. So notorious was this palace that even thieves did not dare come there at night.


      At first, the solitude of that abandoned stone palace oppressed my heart like a tremendous weight. I stayed out as much as possible, working tirelessly, only returning at night to fall asleep in exhaustion.


      But barely a week had passed before a certain exquisite addiction to the building began to gradually take hold of me. It is difficult to describe my state at the time, and just as hard to convince people about it. Like a living entity, the entire building seemed to absorb me into its magic entrails.


      Perhaps this process had begun as soon as I set foot in that place, but I clearly recall the day I first became aware of it.


      It was the beginning of summer, and the market was slow. I had no work in hand. Shortly before sunset, I was sitting in an armchair at the bottom of the ghat at the river shore. The river Shusta had then dwindled into a narrow stream. On the opposite shore, a large stretch of sand was shimmering with the colours of late afternoon. On this side, at the base of the ghat steps, pebbles glittered beneath the clear, shallow water. There was no breeze that day. The motionless sky was heavy with the intense fragrance of wild basil, mint and fennel, from the forests on the nearby mountain slopes.


      When the sun sank behind the mountain peaks, a long curtain of shadow immediately descended upon the theatre of the day. In that place, due to the mountain barrier, twilight did not last long after sunset. I was about to rise, planning to take my horse for a short canter, when I heard a footfall on the steps. But turning around, I saw nobody there.


      Imagining that my senses had deceived me, I turned back and sat down again. At once, the patter of many footsteps could be heard, as if a number of people were running down the steps together. A faint apprehension, mingled with an exquisite rapture, filled every fibre of my being. Although there were no human forms before my eyes, I felt as if I could clearly see a group of playful women bathing in the waters of the Shusta that summer evening. At that hour, there was not a sound anywhere in that silent place beneath the mountains, or by the river shore, or in the desolate palace; but I still seemed to clearly hear the bathers go past in quick succession, their merriment sounding like the torrents of a waterfall. They did not appear to notice me. Just as they were invisible to me, I too was apparently invisible to them. The river was calm as before, but I distinctly felt as if the shallow stream of the Swachchhatoa was ruffled by the splashing of many bracelet-clad arms. Laughingly, the female companions seemed to slosh water at each other, and as they swam, their legs sent up sprays of water, scattering the droplets like fistfuls of pearls.


      My heart trembled, whether from apprehension or joy or curiosity, I can’t say. I began to yearn to see them properly, but nothing was discernible. I felt that if I craned my ears, all their words would become clearly audible, but though I listened intently, only the chirping of crickets in the forest could be heard. I felt the presence of a black, two-and-a-half-centuries-old curtain swaying directly before my eyes. If I cautiously lifted a corner to peep within, I would find a vast assembly in progress, but in the intense darkness, nothing could be seen.


      A sudden gust of wind dispersed the oppressive stillness. Instantly, the tranquil waters of the Shusta rippled like the open tresses of an apsara, a celestial dancer. And in an instant, the entire forest, shadowed by dusk, seemed to awaken, murmuring, as if from a nightmare. Dream or reality, call it what you like, the invisible mirage that had appeared before me, mirroring the scenario of two and a half centuries ago, disappeared in a flash. The bewitching women who had rushed past me, disembodied, swift-footed, laughing soundlessly, to plunge into the waters of the Shusta, did not emerge from the water to cross me again, wringing the water from the edges of their wet saris. Like a whiff of fragrance wafted away on a breeze, they vanished in a single breath of spring.


      Now I began to fear that the goddess of verse, taking advantage of the solitude, had taken possession of me. I, who haplessly toiled away, extracting cotton revenues, seemed now to be in danger of being annihilated by Poetry, the great destroyer. I need a hearty meal, I decided; it’s on an empty stomach that one falls prey to all sorts of incurable ailments. Sending for my cook, I ordered a rich Mughlai meal, prepared with plenty of ghee and aromatic spices.


      Next morning, the entire matter seemed supremely ridiculous. Cheerfully, sporting a shola-topi, the kind of pith hat a saheb might wear, I drove off in my rumbling vehicle to pursue my own investigations. Since my quarterly report was due that day, I was supposed to come back late. But as soon as dusk descended, I began to feel drawn towards my residence. Who drew me there I cannot say; but I felt everyone was waiting for me. Leaving my report incomplete, donning my shola-topi, the rattling of my chariot wheels shattering the twilight silence of that dim, tree-shadowed, desolate path, I arrived at the great, dark, silent palace at the foot of the mountains.


      The room above the staircase, facing the front, was huge. Ornate arches, above three rows of massive pillars, supported the vast ceiling. This enormous hall resonated day and night with its own great emptiness. That evening, at the onset of dusk, the lamps had not yet been lit. Pushing the door open, as soon as I entered that immense chamber, I felt that a great disturbance had broken out within—as if the assembly had suddenly dispersed, and everyone had scattered, disappearing who knows where through doors, windows, rooms, corridors and verandas. I stood there stupefied, for there was nothing to be seen. A rapture filled my body. As if the traces of long-lost hair oil and perfume still lingered in the faint fragrance that began to waft into my nostrils. Standing amidst the rows of ancient stone pillars in that unlit, unpeopled, gigantic hall, I heard water gushing forth from fountain spouts on to the marble, an unknown melody playing on the sitar, gold ornaments clinking, anklets jingling, the large copper gong striking the hour, the distant notes of the shehnai drifting in from the nahabat pavilion, chandeliers tinkling in the breeze, the song of the caged bulbuls in the veranda and the call of the tame cranes in the garden.


      A sort of trance possessed me. It seemed to me that this ungraspable, unattainable, unreal situation was the only reality in the world, that all else was illusory. That I was myself—Mr So-and-so, eldest son of So-and-so, earning a salary of 450 rupees for collecting cotton taxes, going to work in a trap, dressed in shola-topi and short kurta—all this seemed so strange, ridiculous, baseless and false that standing in the middle of that vast, gloomy, silent hall, I burst into a loud guffaw.


      Just then, my Muslim attendant entered, carrying a kerosene lamp. Whether he thought me insane I don’t know, but I at once remembered that I was indeed Mr So-and-so, eldest son of So-and-so. I thought, only our legendary poets and sages can say whether, in this world or beyond, disembodied fountains can in fact spout water eternally or unseen fingers strum an endless melody upon the strings of an illusory sitar. But it was definitely a fact that I earned a monthly salary of 450 rupees for collecting cotton taxes in the Barich marketplace. Now, while reading my newspaper at the camp table by the light of a kerosene lamp, I recalled my strange trance-like state of a few moments ago, and began to laugh at myself.


      Having read my paper and consumed my Mughlai dinner, I extinguished the lamp and retired to bed in a small corner room. Through the open window before me, from the sky above the darkly forested Aravalli mountaintops, a very bright star, from millions of miles away, stared unblinkingly at Mr Revenue-Collector as he lay on that insignificant camp cot. Surprised and amused at this, I fell asleep, I can’t say when, or for how long. Suddenly, I woke up, trembling. Not that there had been any sound inside the room, or that anyone had come in. The unblinking star had dropped out of view behind the dark mountains, and the faint glimmer of the waning moon drifted diffidently in through my window.


      I did not see anybody there at all. Yet, I distinctly felt someone nudging me gently. As soon as I awakened, she seemed to wordlessly beckon me with her bejewelled fingers, signalling that I should follow her very cautiously.


      Stealthily, I rose to my feet. Although there was no living being in that vast palace with its hundred nooks and chambers, its great emptiness, its dormant sounds and waking echoes, I still feared at every tread that I might awaken someone. Most of the rooms in the palace were locked, and I had never entered them.


      Treading soundlessly, holding my breath, following that invisible form who had beckoned me, where I went that night and by what route, I can’t say for sure. There is no telling how many narrow, dark passages, long verandas, silent, massive assembly halls and tiny, airless secret chambers I crossed.


      Although I had not set eyes upon my invisible guide, her image was no stranger to my imagination. An Arab woman she was, the loose sleeve of her garment revealing her arm, firm and flawless as if carved in marble, a fine veil falling across her face from the tip of her cap, a curved dagger tucked into her waistband.


      I felt then as if one of the thousand-and-one nights of Arabian legend had flown straight out of the realm of fiction. As if on that dark night, I was travelling through the narrow, unlit streets of the sleeping city of Baghdad, on some dangerous mission.


      Finally, my guide suddenly halted before a dark blue curtain, and seemed to point downwards. There was nothing below, but my blood froze in terror. In front of the curtain, I felt there was a terrible African eunuch dressed in brocade, dozing on the ground with legs outstretched, a naked sword on his lap. My guide slowly stepped across his legs and lifted a corner of the curtain.


      One glimpsed a room within, spread with Persian carpets. It was impossible to see who sat upon the wooden bed. I could only espy, peeping out beneath loose saffron-coloured pyjamas, a pair of lovely feet clad in zari sandals, resting idly upon a rosy velvet rug. On a blue crystal dish placed on the floor beside her were some apples, pears, oranges and a profusion of grapes. Next to them lay two small wine cups and a golden pitcher, as if awaiting a visitor. From within the room wafted the intoxicating scent of some exquisite incense, overwhelming my senses.


      With a quaking heart, I tried to step over the eunuch’s outstretched legs. At once he awoke with a start, and the sword fell off his lap, hitting the stone floor with a deafening crash.


      I suddenly heard a blood-curdling shout. Startled, I found myself sitting up on the camp cot, sweating profusely. In the glow of dawn, the narrow, waning moon looked pale as an insomniac. And our crazy Meher Ali was walking down the empty street as he did every morning at daybreak, shouting ‘Stay away! Stay away!’


      In this way, one of my Arabian nights came to a sudden end—but there were still a thousand nights left.


      A tremendous conflict now developed between my days and my nights. In the morning, I would go to work in a state of exhaustion and curse the enchantress night with her hollow dreams. But after dark, my daytime existence with its workaday routine appeared utterly trite, false and laughable.


      After dark, I would find myself trapped in a web of enchantment. I would become a different person, an extraordinary man from the unwritten history of hundreds of years ago. Now my short English kurta and tight pantaloons would seem oddly inappropriate. I would place a red velvet fez on my head, and dress with great care in loose pyjamas, flowered kaba and a long silk choga, my coloured handkerchief scented with attar. Throwing my cigarette away, I would recline on a high upholstered chair with a large albola, a rosewater-filled hookah with many curved pipes. I seemed to be eagerly awaiting some exquisite tryst at night.


      Then, as the darkness deepened, strange things began to happen that are impossible to describe. It was exactly as if the fragments of some wonderful story were blown about the rooms of that enormous palace by sudden gusts of the spring breeze. One could follow the narrative up to a point, but its end remained out of sight. I spent the whole night wandering through the palace rooms, chasing those whirling fragments.


      Within this whirlwind, amidst sudden whiffs of henna, the stray strains of a sitar, or puffs of moist, perfumed breeze, a heroine would suddenly flash into view for an instant, like a streak of lightning. It was she of the saffron pyjamas, her tender rosy-white feet clad in zari sandals with curled tips, her bosom bound in a tight flowered bodice embroidered in zari, the golden fringe of her red cap framing her fair forehead and cheeks.


      She had driven me out of my mind. It was for a rendezvous with her that, every night, in the netherworld of sleep, I wandered through the passages and chambers of the magic palace, that labyrinth of dreams.


      Some evenings, I would be dressing meticulously in princely attire before the large mirror flanked by lamps on either side, when I would suddenly glimpse for a moment the mirror image of that young Persian woman next to mine. In a flash, arching her neck, her large, intensely dark eyes casting a sidelong glance full of passion, yearning, pain and eagerness, her moist, lovely lips, red as luscious fruit, mouthing unspoken words, her blossoming youthful body undulating like a vine in a gentle, graceful, dance-like rhythm, she flew swiftly away and vanished into the glass in an instant, all her pain, desire and ecstasy, her smiles, glances and sparkling ornaments, dissolving in a dazzling shower of sparks. Robbing the mountain bowers of all their fragrance, a wild gust of wind blew in exuberantly, extinguishing both my lamps. Abandoning my attempt to dress, I would lie down on the bed in the corner of the dressing room, eyes closed, body filled with rapture. All around me, in that breeze, in all the combined fragrances of the Aravalli ranges, suffusing the silent darkness, floated many caresses, kisses and tender touches. Close to my ear, I heard murmuring voices; my forehead felt a fragrant breath, and a floating veil, soft, romantic, lightly scented, would repeatedly brush against my cheek. Gradually, an enchanting she-serpent seemed to bind me in her intoxicating coils, and with a deep sigh, I would let my benumbed body succumb to a profound slumber.


      One afternoon, I decided to go for a ride. I don’t know who it was that forbade me, but that day, I refused to obey. I was about to take down my English hat and short kurta from the wooden rack, when a sudden, swirling gust of wind, bearing sand from the Shusta river bed and dry leaves from the Aravalli mountains like a victory flag, tore into the room and whirled the kurta and hat away. And the sound of exquisite laughter, wheeling in with that wind, rose from octave to octave until it reached a crescendo of mockery, then vanished into the sunset.


      That afternoon, I missed my ride; and from the next day, I gave up wearing that ridiculous short kurta and English hat.


      Again, that very night, I sat up in bed, suddenly awakened. It was midnight. I heard someone weeping, sobbing her heart out. As if beneath the floor directly under my bed, from a dank, dark tomb in the stone foundations of that sprawling palace, someone was crying, ‘Save me! Break down the doors of this prison-house of powerful illusion, profound slumber and futile dreams! Take me on your horse, clasp me close, and carry me away through the forests, across the mountains, into your sunlit rooms. Save me!’


      But who was I? How could I save her? Who was she, this lovely woman conjured up by my own desires, needing me to rescue her from the swirling, ever-changing flood of dreams in which she was drowning? Where did you exist, and when, O divine beauty? Where, in what cool oasis shaded by date palm groves, did you enter the world, and to what nomadic desert woman were you born? What Bedouin robbers had plucked you from your mother’s lap like a flower bud from a forest vine, to carry you away on a lightning-swift horse, across the scorching sands, to the slave-market before some emperor’s palace! What royal attendant there had observed your blossoming beauty, so bashful, sensitive and young, and counted out your price in golden coins before taking you across the ocean, to present you, ensconced in a golden palanquin, as a gift for his master’s harem? What was the history of your life there? The strains of the sarangi, the tinkling of anklets, and sometimes, interrupting the flow of golden Shiraz wine, the flash of a knife, the sting of poison, the pain of a cruel glance. What boundless luxury, what endless imprisonment! Flanked by slave-girls waving yaktail flywhisks, as the diamonds in their armlets flash like lightning, the Badshah, king of kings, lies prostrate at your fair feet, near your bejewelled sandals. Outside, near the doorway, stands an Ethiopian like an agent from hell, attired like a heavenly messenger, bare sword held aloft. And afterwards, swept away on that tide of luxury, that torrent stained with blood, foaming with envy, heavy with intrigue and terrifyingly bright, into what cruel death were you plunged, my desert flower-bough, or upon what crueller shore of high living were you cast up?


      Suddenly, at that very moment, Meher Ali the lunatic called out, ‘Stay away! Stay away! All is false! All is false!’ I glanced outside and saw that dawn had broken. The peon brought in the mail, and the cook came in, salaamed and asked for the day’s menu.


      No, I said, I can’t remain in this place any longer. That very day, I took my belongings and moved into my office building. Karim Khan, the old office clerk, smirked when he saw me. Annoyed at his derision, I went about my business without offering any response.


      As dusk approached, I grew more and more distracted. I started feeling the urge to go at once to a particular place. The task of inspecting the sales of cotton now struck me as utterly redundant, and even the Nizam’s administrative affairs appeared insignificant. Everything to do with the present, everything around me that moved, toiled, survived, seemed meagre, meaningless and trifling.


      Flinging aside my pen, closing the heavy ledger, I at once rushed off in my carriage. I found that the trap stopped of its own accord at the gates of the stone palace, exactly at dusk. Bounding up the steps, I entered the building.


      Tonight, all was silent. The dark rooms seemed to be sulking. Penitence welled up in my heart, but I found no one to whom I could express my feelings or apologize. With a hollow feeling, I roamed the dark chambers. I began to wish I could pick up an instrument and serenade someone, singing: ‘O fire, the moth that had tried to escape you has returned! Forgive him now, burn his wings, reduce him to ashes.’


      Suddenly, from above, two teardrops landed on my forehead. Heavy clouds had gathered near the Aravalli peaks that evening. The dark forest and the inky waters of the Shusta were motionless, awaiting something terrible. All of a sudden, a shiver ran through land, water and sky. And abruptly, a storm blew in, screaming through the pathless, distant woods like an unshackled lunatic, baring its lightning fangs. The huge, empty rooms of the palace began to howl in acute agony, slamming all their doors.


      Today, all the attendants were in the office building. There was nobody present to light the lamps. On that overcast moonless night, in the stone-black darkness of the palace interior, I began to distinctly feel that a woman, lying prone upon the carpet beneath the bed, was tearing her open, dishevelled tresses with her tightly clenched fists. Blood spurted from her fair forehead. Sometimes she laughed out loud, a dry, sharp laugh. Sometimes her body heaved with sobs, and she tore at her bodice with both hands, to strike her uncovered breast. Through the open window, the wind roared in, and gusts of heavy rain drenched her entire body.


      All night the storm did not stop, and nor did the weeping. In futile remorse, I wandered from room to room in the dark. Nobody was to be seen anywhere; to whom could I offer solace? Who was it that felt such tremendous petulance, such wounded pride? Where was the source of this unquiet agony?


      ‘Stay away! Stay away!’ cried the lunatic. ‘All is false, all is false!’


      I found it was dawn. Even in this extremely inclement weather, Meher Ali was circling the palace as he did every day, with his customary cry. It suddenly occurred to me that perhaps Meher Ali too, like me, had once lived inside this palace; and now, even after emerging as a madman, he felt bewitched by this stone demon, and came every morning at daybreak to walk around the palace.


      At once, I rushed out in the rain to approach the lunatic. ‘Meher Ali, what is it that’s false, tell me?’


      Without offering any reply, he shoved me aside, and like a bird circling a python under the snake’s hypnotic spell, ran screaming around the palace. Trying desperately to caution himself, he only kept repeating, ‘Stay away! Stay away! All is false, all is false!’


      Through the rainstorm I rushed like a madman to my office. I sent for Karim Khan.


      ‘Tell me the meaning of all this,’ I demanded. ‘Explain to me.’


      What the old man told me was that once upon a time, the palace was rife with many unfulfilled desires, aflame with many wild passions. Cursed by all that heartburn, all those fruitless longings, every stone in this palace had become hungry and thirsty, wanting like a greedy demoness to devour any living human being who came there. Of all those who had spent three nights in that palace, only Meher Ali had ever come out, having lost his wits. Up until now, no one else had been able to evade the hungry maws of that place.


      ‘Is there no rescue for me?’ I asked.


      ‘There is only one way,’ replied the old man. ‘It is very difficult. I’ll tell you what it is, but before that, I must narrate the history of a Persian slave-girl in that flower-garden. Nowhere in the world can you find a story more extraordinary and heartrending.’


      Just then, the coolies came to announce that our train was due. So soon? By the time we quickly bundled our goods together, the train pulled in. In the first-class compartment of the train, an Englishman, just wakened from his slumber, was leaning out of the window trying to read the name of the station. ‘Hello!’ he called out, seeing our travelling companion, and took him into his own carriage. We entered the second-class carriage. Who that gentleman was, we never did find out, nor did we get to hear the end of his story.


      ‘The man took us for simpletons and amused himself at our expense’, I remarked. ‘His whole story is a lie, from beginning to end.’


      Our argument on this subject has driven a permanent wedge between my theosophist friend and me.

    

  

  
    
      


      Kabuliwala


      My little five-year-old daughter Mini couldn’t remain quiet for a single hour. After she came into this world, she spent just one year learning the art of speech. Ever since, she didn’t waste a single moment of her waking hours in silence. Her mother often silenced her with a reprimand, but I couldn’t do that. Mini appeared so unnatural when she was quiet that I couldn’t bear it for long. So her conversations with me were quite animated.


      One morning, I had barely begun the seventeenth chapter of my novel when Mini arrived on the scene.


      ‘Baba,’ she started off at once, ‘Ramdayal darwan called a crow a kauwa. He doesn’t know anything, does he?’


      Before I could begin a lecture on the diversity of languages in this world, she moved to another topic: ‘Do you know, Baba, Bhola was saying it rains because elephants use their trunks to spray the sky with water. Goodness, how Bhola can prattle on! He chatters non-stop, night and day!’


      Next she sat at my feet, beside my writing desk, and started playing agdum-bagdum, tapping her knees and reciting the words very rapidly. At that moment, in my seventeenth chapter, Pratapsingha, along with Kanchanmala, was poised to plunge from the high window of the prison into the river below, in the darkness of the night.


      My room overlooked the street. Suddenly Mini abandoned her game of agdum-bagdum and rushed to the window.


      ‘Kabuliwala, O Kabuliwala!’ she called out at the top of her voice.


      Dressed in loose, soiled garments, turban on his head, a cloth bag on his shoulder, a few boxes of grapes in his hand, a tall Kabuliwala was walking slowly down the street. What came over my precious daughter when she saw his appearance, it was hard to tell; but she began to call out to him breathlessly. Now here’s a nuisance, complete with bag and baggage, I thought. So much for my seventeenth chapter.


      But as soon as Rahmat the Kabuliwala turned around and came towards our house, smiling in response to Mini’s call, she dashed breathlessly into the inner quarters of the antahpur and vanished without trace. In her heart was a blind fear that, searching within that bag of his, one might discover a few live youngsters like herself.


      Meanwhile, the Kabuliwala came up and greeted me with a cheerful salaam. Although Pratapsingha and Kanchanmala were in grave danger, I nevertheless felt it would seem ungracious not to buy something from the man after calling him to our house.


      So I bought something. Then we exchanged some desultory remarks. We discussed the Frontier Policy, with reference to Abdur Rahman, Russia, the British, and so on.


      Finally, as he got up to leave, he asked, ‘Babu, where did your ladki go? Your little girl?’


      To dispel Mini’s baseless fears, I summoned her from the antahpur. She edged close to me and stared warily at the Kabuliwala and his bag. He tried to offer her some currants and apricots from his bag, but she refused them, clinging to my knees with redoubled suspicion. Such was their introduction.


      A few days later, as I was setting out one morning on some work, I saw my daughter on the bench near our door, prattling away ceaselessly. At her feet sat the Kabuliwala, listening to her cheerfully, occasionally expressing his own views on certain topics, in broken Bengali. In all the five years of her life, Mini had never found such a patient listener, save her father. And I saw her tiny sari aanchal stuffed full of nuts and raisins.


      ‘Why did you give her all that stuff?’ I asked him. ‘Don’t do that again.’ So saying, I drew an adhuli, a half-rupee coin, from my pocket and gave it to him. He accepted it without embarrassment and put it away in his bag.


      When I came back home, I found that a great hue and cry had broken out over that adhuli. Holding a pale, round, shiny object, Mini’s mother was demanding reprovingly: ‘Where did you find this adhuli?’


      ‘Kabuliwala gave it to me,’ Mini was insisting.


      ‘Why did you accept an adhuli from a Kabuliwala?’ her mother scolded.


      ‘I didn’t ask for it,’ protested Mini, on the verge of tears. ‘He gave it to me himself.’


      I stepped in to rescue Mini from imminent danger, and took her outside.


      Not that this was the second time Mini had met the Kabuliwala, as I discovered. He had been visiting almost every day, and had captured a large share of Mini’s avid little heart by bribing her with pistachios and almonds.


      This pair of friends regularly shared some stock remarks and private jokes, I found. For instance, as soon as she saw Rahmat, my daughter would ask with a smile: ‘Kabuliwala, O Kabuliwala, what’s inside that bag of yours?’


      ‘Hanti,’ Rahmat would laugh, in an unnecessarily nasal accent.


      In other words, his bag contained an elephant: that was the subtle point of his joke. Not that it was extremely subtle, but still, both of them found this joke quite hilarious. And on a cool, autumnal morning, I too relished the simple laughter of an elderly man and a little child.


      There was another joke they shared, the two of them.


      Rahmat would tell Mini, ‘Khonkhi, you must never go away to sasurbari, your in-laws’ home!’


      Bengali daughters were acquainted with the word ‘sasurbari’ from birth, but being quite modern, we had not alerted our daughter to that word’s meaning. So she could not clearly understand what Rahmat’s request meant. Yet it was entirely against her nature to offer no reply. So she would ask him, in turn: ‘Will you go to your sasurbari?’


      ‘I’ll kill the sasur,’ Rahmat would respond in broken Bengali, shaking a huge fist against the imaginary father-in-law. Mini would burst out laughing at the imagined plight of the unknown creature called a sasur.


      It was early autumn, the bright sharat season. In ancient days, this was the time of year when the kings set out to conquer the world. I had never travelled anywhere beyond Kolkata, but for that very reason, my spirit roamed the world. A permanent exile in the narrow corner of my home, I pined constantly for the outside world. At the bare mention of a foreign land, I would rush there in spirit. Likewise, at the sight of a foreigner, I would at once imagine a cottage against a backdrop of river, mountain and forest, my soul stirred by this vision of a free, blissful existence.


      But I am also like a plant by nature, so firmly rooted that I am thrown into consternation whenever I have to emerge from my corner into the outside world. So, sitting at my desk inside my little room, my conversations with this man from Kabul were like virtual travel for me. I imagined a caravan of camels laden with goods, traversing a narrow desert track lined on both sides by tall, rugged, inaccessible mountain ranges, sun-scorched and blood-red. Some of the turbaned merchants and travellers moved on camel-back, others on foot. Some carried spears; others were armed with old-fashioned flintlock rifles. In a voice as deep as the rumbling of clouds, the Kabuliwala would talk of his own land in broken Bengali, and these scenes would pass before my eyes.


      Mini’s mother was extremely nervous by temperament. At the slightest sound from the street, she would imagine that all the drunkards in the world were making a beeline for our house. Even after living in this world for so long (not very long, actually), she had not outgrown the fear that it was teeming with thieves, robbers, drunkards, snakes, tigers, malaria, caterpillars, cockroaches and white men.


      She did not hold Rahmat the Kabuliwala entirely above suspicion. She had repeatedly urged me to keep a special eye on him. When I tried to laugh off her anxieties, she posed a series of questions: ‘Do children never get kidnapped? Is there no slave trade in Kabul? Is it utterly impossible for a giant Kabuliwala to abduct a little child?’


      Not quite impossible, I had to admit, but unbelievable. Not everyone is capable of such conviction, though; so my wife’s anxieties persisted. But still, I could not bring myself to forbid Rahmat to visit our house for no fault of his own.


      Every winter, in the middle of the month of Magh, Rahmat would go back to his own land. At this time, he would be very busy, collecting all his dues. He had to go from door to door, but still, he would drop by once a day to see Mini. It truly seemed as if the two of them were hatching some conspiracy. When he could not visit during the day, he would come by in the evening, I found. In a dark corner of the room, that tall figure dressed in loose shirt and pyjamas, carrying all those bags and jholas, aroused a sudden apprehension in one’s mind. But the sight of Mini rushing up to him with her cheerful call, ‘Kabuliwala! O Kabuliwala,’ and the familiar simple banter between these two friends of unequal age, filled my heart with gladness.


      One morning, I was in my little chamber, correcting the proofs of my manuscript. Before departing, the winter had grown very severe these last two or three days, and everyone was shivering in the cold. Through the window, the morning sun cast its rays upon my feet beneath the table, and its warmth was rather pleasing. It was about eight o’clock. Most of the early risers, heads and necks wrapped in scarves, had returned home from their early morning walk. Just then, a terrible commotion was heard in the street.


      I looked out and saw a pair of guards dragging our Rahmat in chains, a crowd of curious children following behind. Rahmat’s clothes were bloodstained, and one guard had a bloody knife in his hand. I stepped out of the door and stopped one of the guards to ask what this was all about.


      Hearing some details from him and some from Rahmat, I gathered that a neighbour of ours owed Rahmat a small amount of money for a wrap. He falsely denied this debt, and in the ensuing argument, Rahmat had stabbed him once with the knife. Rahmat was abusing the liar in obscene language, when Mini emerged from the house, calling, ‘Kabuliwala! O Kabuliwala!’


      Rahmat’s face instantly broke into a humorous grin. There was no jhola on his shoulder today, so they could not indulge in their customary exchange about the jhola. Mini asked him right away:


      ‘Will you go to sasurbari?’


      ‘That’s where I’m going,’ smiled Rahmat.


      Seeing that this answer failed to amuse Mini, he showed her his hands and said: ‘I’d kill the sasur, but my hands are tied. What can I do?’


      Rahmat was sentenced to several years in prison, for inflicting grievous bodily harm.


      We more or less forgot him. Day after day, immersed in our ever-accustomed daily tasks at home, it did not even occur to us to wonder how a free-ranging mountain-traveller was passing his years within the walls of a prison.


      And the fickle Mini’s conduct was extremely shameful, as even her father must admit. She easily forgot her old soul mate, and at first befriended the new groom at the stables. Then, as she gradually grew older, her male friends began to be replaced by female companions. In fact, she was no longer to be seen even in her father’s study. Piqued, I had virtually stopped talking to her.


      Many years passed. The sharat season came round again. My Mini’s marriage had been fixed. Her wedding was scheduled for the Durga Puja holidays. Along with goddess Durga who dwells in Mount Kailash, Mini, our own beneficent household deity, would also depart for her marital home, leaving her parental abode desolate.


      A beautiful day had dawned. After the rains, the fresh-bathed sharat sunlight had assumed the colour of pure molten gold. The sunlight had spread a glow of exquisite loveliness even upon the worn, ragged brick buildings huddled inside the Kolkata alleys. The night had barely ended when the shehnais struck up in my house that day. The music seemed to emerge, wailing, from within the ribs of my own body. In the melancholy strains of raga Bhairavi, the pangs of impending separation spread from my own heart, out across the whole universe, along with the sharat sunshine. It was my Mini’s wedding day.


      Since morning, there had been a great commotion, many comings and goings. In the courtyard, a marquee was being constructed on a bamboo frame. From every room and veranda came the tinkle of chandeliers being mounted on the ceilings. There was no end to all the hustle and bustle.


      I was in my study, checking accounts, when Rahmat appeared there and greeted me with a salaam. At first I did not recognize him. His jhola was gone, so was his long hair. His body lacked its former robust energy. Ultimately, I recognized him by his smile.


      ‘How are you Rahmat? When did you arrive?’ I asked.


      ‘I was released from jail last evening.’


      His words gave me an unpleasant jolt. I had never seen a murderer face to face before. Looking at him, my whole being seemed to cringe inwardly. Better if this man were to go away, on this auspicious day, I thought.


      ‘We have a ceremony at home today,’ I told him. ‘I am rather busy. You had better leave now.’


      He at once prepared to depart, but at the door, he paused hesitantly. ‘Can I not meet Khonkhi, the little girl, just once?’ he asked.


      He seemed to imagine that Mini had remained exactly the same, that she would come rushing up as before, calling, ‘Kabuliwala! O Kabuliwala!’ As if there would be no change in their former banter, which they used to find so hilarious. In fact, in memory of their old friendship, he had procured a box of grapes and some paper-wrapped raisins and nuts from some friendly compatriot, after much wheedling. His own jhola was gone.


      ‘There is a ceremony at home today,’ I replied. ‘You can’t meet anyone else today.’


      He seemed rather upset. Standing immobile, he gazed fixedly at me for a moment. ‘Babu, salaam!’ he said, and went out of the door.


      I felt a strange twinge in my heart. I was thinking of calling him back, when I found that he had returned on his own.


      ‘I had brought these grapes, raisins and nuts for Khonkhi,’ he said, coming up to me. ‘Please give them to her.’


      When I tried to pay for these items, he suddenly gripped my hand.


      ‘You are very kind,’ he said. ‘I shall always remember you. But please don’t offer me money. Babu, just like you, I too have a ladki, a little girl, back in my own country. It is her face I remember when I bring small amounts of mewa, these sweetmeats for your khonkhi. I don’t come here to sell merchandise, after all.’


      So saying, he searched within his long, loose robe. From somewhere close to his heart, he drew out a soiled scrap of paper. With exquisite care he unfolded the paper, and spread it open on my table with both hands.


      I saw a tiny handprint on the paper. It was not a photograph, nor an oil-painting, but an impression taken on the paper after smearing the hand with soot. Carrying this token of his daughter’s memory close to his heart, Rahmat would come every year to sell mewa in the Kolkata streets—as if the touch of that soft, tiny, childish hand brought sweet comfort to his great, grieving, lonely bosom.


      The sight brought tears to my eyes. I now forgot that he was a mewa-seller from Kabul and I, a well-born Bengali. I realized that he and I were the same: he was a father, and so was I. That handprint of his tiny mountain-dwelling goddess Parvati reminded me of my own Mini. I at once sent word for her to come out of the antahpur. This aroused great opposition within the private quarters. But I ignored it all. Dressed in a red cheli, forehead adorned with sandal paste, Mini in her bridal attire came shyly up to me.


      Seeing her, the Kabuliwala was at first taken aback, unable to summon up their old camaraderie. Finally, he smiled:


      ‘Khonkhi, tomi sasurbari jabis? Are you going to your in-laws’ home?’


      Mini was now aware of the meaning of ‘sasurbari’. She could not respond as before. Blushing in embarrassment at Rahmat’s question, she averted her face. Reminded of the day Mini had first met the Kabuliwala, I felt strangely melancholy.


      When Mini had gone away, Rahmat sank to the ground with a deep sigh. It suddenly became clear to him that his own daughter had also matured similarly in the intervening years, that he would have to renew his acquaintance with her as well, that he would not find her exactly as before. Who could tell what had befallen her in these eight years? The strains of the shehnai wafted out into the mellow, autumnal morning sunshine. From the depths of a Kolkata alley, Rahmat saw in his mind’s eye the arid mountains of Afghanistan.


      I gave him some money.


      ‘Rahmat,’ I said, ‘go home to your daughter in your own land. May the joy of your reunion with her bring good fortune to my Mini.’


      To donate this money, I had to trim my budget for the festive occasion. I could not use electric illuminations as I had planned, and the military band had to be dropped. The women in the antahpur were extremely dissatisfied, but for me, the auspicious ceremony shone with a blessed light.

    

  

  
    
      


      The Parrot’s Tale


      Once there was a bird. He was uneducated. He sang, but did not read the shastras. He hopped about and flew, but didn’t know good manners.


      ‘Such a bird is of no use,’ declared the king, ‘but he harms the sale of fruit in the royal market by eating up the wild fruits in the forest.’


      He sent for the minister. ‘Educate this bird,’ he ordered.
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      The king’s nephews were given the responsibility of educating the bird.


      The pundits assembled and considered the matter at length. The question was: ‘What is the reason for this creature’s lack of education?’


      They concluded that there was not much room for learning in the bird’s nest, made from a few humble straws and twigs. Hence it was necessary, first of all, to make him a proper cage.


      Receiving their dues, the royal pundits went home happily.
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      The goldsmith now set about making a golden cage. So marvellous was the cage he made, people from far-off lands came there to admire it. Some said, ‘It is the height of education.’ ‘Even if he doesn’t get an education, at least he has a cage,’ declared others. ‘What a lucky bird!’


      The goldsmith was rewarded with a bagful of money as reward. He went home happily.


      The pundits got down to the business of educating the bird. ‘This is not a task to be achieved with just a few books,’ they declared, inhaling snuff.


      Now the royal nephews summoned all the scribes. Copying many textbooks and making copies of copies, they produced a mountain-high pile of books. Anyone who saw it exclaimed: ‘Shabash—congratulations! This heap of knowledge is full to bursting!’


      Loading a bullock with all the money they received as payment, the scribes rushed home. They no longer had any trouble making both ends meet.


      There was no end to the royal nephews’ fussing over the very expensive cage. There was no end to all the repair and maintenance, either. And there was such a to-do about dusting, wiping and polishing that the sight made everyone declare: ‘These are signs of progress.’


      The work required a lot of manpower, and to keep an eye on the workers, even more men had to be deployed. Month by month, they collected their payments by the fistful and stuffed the money in their safes.


      These men, and all their maternal and paternal cousins, settled happily in palatial brick-built mansions.
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      Many other things are lacking in this world, but there is no dearth of fault-finders. ‘The cage is improving,’ they said, ‘but nobody asks after the bird.’


      The matter reached the king’s ears. He sent for the nephews and demanded: ‘O nephews, what’s this I hear?’


      ‘Maharaj,’ said the nephews, ‘if you want to hear the truth, summon the goldsmiths, pundits, scribes, the maintenance workers and their supervisors. It’s because the fault-finders don’t get enough to eat that they say such evil things.’


      From this reply, the situation became clear to the king. Golden necklaces were ordered at once, to adorn the nephews’ necks.
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      The king wanted to see for himself the tremendous pace at which the bird’s education was progressing.


      At once, the area near the portico began to resound with the noise of conchs, bells, dhak, dhol, kada, nakada, turi, bheri, damama, kanshi, flutes, gongs, khol, cymbals, mridanga and jagajhampa. With full-throated abandon, shaking the unshaven locks of their tikis atop their tonsured heads, the pundits began to chant mantras. The masons, workmen, goldsmiths, scribes, supervisors and their maternal and paternal cousins sang to the king’s glory.


      ‘Maharaj, can you see what a to-do there is!’ observed a nephew.


      ‘Amazing! The noise is quite extraordinary,’ observed the Maharaja.


      ‘It’s not just the noise; the money that’s gone into it is not inconsiderable either,’ the nephew pointed out.


      Delighted, the Maharaja crossed the portico and was about to mount his elephant when a fault-finder concealed in the bushes called out: ‘Maharaj, have you had a look at the bird?’


      The king was startled. ‘Oh no!’ he exclaimed. ‘I had clean forgotten. I haven’t seen the bird.’


      He went back and told the pundit, ‘I need to observe your technique for training the bird.’


      He was duly shown the technique. What he saw pleased him greatly. The method was so much more important than the bird that the bird could not be seen at all; it seemed needless to see him. The king realized that the arrangements lacked nothing. There was no grain in the cage, no water, just a mass of pages torn from a mass of books, being stuffed down the bird’s throat by the end of a quill pen. The bird’s song could not be heard of course, for it was too stifled even to scream. It was a thrilling sight, enough to give one goose pimples.


      Now, while mounting his elephant, the king instructed the Chief Ear-puller to tweak the fault-finder thoroughly by the ears.
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      Day by day, the bird arrived at a half-dead state, in a civilized fashion. His guardians saw this as a hopeful sign. But still, by natural instinct, the bird would gaze at the morning light and flutter his wings in a way that was unacceptable. In fact, one day he was seen struggling to cut through the bars of his cage with his fragile beak.


      ‘What audacity!’ cried the Kotwal, the law-maker.


      Now the blacksmith appeared in the training quarters, armed with bellows, hammer and fire. How hard he beat the iron! Iron shackles were forged, and the bird’s wings were clipped.


      Gravely shaking their heads, the king’s associates declared: ‘In this kingdom, the birds lack not only brains, but gratitude as well.’


      Now, armed with pen in one hand and rod in the other, the pundits accomplished the dramatic feat called education.


      The blacksmiths gained so much importance, their wives bedecked themselves with ornaments, and seeing the alertness of the Kotwal, the king bestowed him with a shiropa, a turban of honour.
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      The parrot died. Nobody could say when.


      The wretched fault-finder spread the word: ‘The bird is dead.’


      ‘Nephews, what is this I hear?’ demanded the king.


      ‘Maharaj, the bird’s training is complete,’ declared the nephews.


      ‘Does he hop about any more?’ the king enquired.


      ‘Arre Rama! No,’ demurred the nephew.


      ‘Does he fly any more?’


      ‘No.’


      ‘Does he sing any more?’


      ‘No.’


      ‘Does he scream if he does not receive grain for his feed?’


      ‘No.’


      ‘Bring the bird to me once,’ the king ordered. ‘Let me see him.’


      The bird was brought. Along with the bird came the Kotwal, paiks and horsemen.


      The king prodded the bird. But the bird neither opened his beak, nor made any sound. Only the dry pages torn from books rustled and sighed in his belly.


      Outside, stirred by the fresh spring breeze blowing in from the south, the sighing of new leaves spread anguish in the sky, above the newly blossoming woods.

    

  

  
    
      


      The Horse


      When the process of Creation was almost over and he was about to call it a day, an idea occurred to Brahma the divine Creator.


      He sent for his storekeeper, the bhandari, and said: ‘O Bhandari, procure some of the five elements for my workshop. I’m going to create another new being.’


      With folded hands the bhandari replied: ‘O Grandsire, when you enthusiastically created the elephant, the whale, the python, lion and tiger, you paid no heed to accounts. All the heavy, powerful elements are more or less exhausted. Our stocks of earth, water and fire have touched rock bottom. We have air and ether in plenty, as much as you desire.’


      The Four-headed One twirled his four moustaches for a while, then said: ‘Very well, bring me what we have in the store, and we shall see.’


      This time, while creating this new being, Brahma was extremely sparing in his use of earth, water and fire. He gave the creature neither horns nor nails; and the teeth he provided were good for chewing, not biting. He did use up some of his stock of fire, but while it made the creature of some use in the battlefield, it deprived it of all desire to fight. This creature was the horse. It did not lay eggs, but there are rumours about horse eggs in the market, hence one might call it a twice-born being.


      Other things notwithstanding, the Creator stuffed this creature’s constitution with elements of air and ether. Consequently, its heart was driven almost completely by the spirit of freedom. It wanted to run faster than the wind, resolved to cross beyond the boundless sky. All other creatures run when there is reason, but this one ran for no reason at all, as if it fancied running away from its own self. It didn’t want to snatch anything from anyone, nor to kill anyone, but only to run away. To run and run until utterly intoxicated, benumbed, invisible, reduced to nothing—that was its aim! Experts say that is what happens when the elements of air and ether completely overshadow the presence of earth-water-fire in one’s constitution.


      Brahma was delighted. By way of habitation for other animals, he gave forests to some, caves to others; but because he liked to observe this creature run, he gave it the open field.


      At the edge of the field lived human beings. Whatever they managed to acquire through snatching and robbing became a burden that weighed them down. So, whenever they saw the horse racing through the open field, they thought to themselves: ‘If we could somehow subdue this creature, it would be very convenient for our business.’


      One day, they captured the horse with a lasso. They fixed a saddle on its back, bridle and bit in its mouth. They lashed it on the neck with their whip, and kicked its sides with their boot-spurs. And then they would give it a rubbing down.


      If left in the field, it might escape; hence they raised a wall all around the horse. The tiger had its forest, and continued to own it; the lion had its cave, and no one snatched it away. But the horse that had once owned the open field ended up in a stable. The elements of air and ether gave this creature a great craving for freedom, but failed to protect it from bondage.


      When it became intolerable, the horse began to shower kicks upon the wall that surrounded it. Its legs suffered greater injury than the wall; but still, the coating of lime and plaster was damaged, and the wall began to lose its beauty.


      This infuriated the humans. ‘That’s what you call ingratitude,’ they complained. ‘We feed it grain and water, pay through our nose to employ grooms who watch over it night and day, but still we can’t capture its heart.’


      To capture its heart, the grooms thrashed the horse so soundly that it no longer had the strength to kick. Calling all their neighbours, the humans declared: ‘There is no carrier-beast as devoted as ours.’


      ‘Indeed,’ they said, full of praise. ‘It’s as peaceful and docile as water. As peaceful as your religion.’


      As it is the horse had from the beginning lacked suitable teeth, nails and horns. And now it had even stopped kicking the walls and the air. So, to lighten its heart, it raised its head to the sky and began to neigh. This woke up the humans, and even the neighbours began to think that this sound didn’t exactly resemble an outpouring of devotion. All sorts of contraptions were produced now, to smother the horse’s mouth. But without suffocating it, its mouth could not be completely silenced. Hence, a suppressed sound, like the gasps of a drowning man, kept emerging from time to time.


      One day, the sound reached Brahma’s ears. His meditation disrupted, he glanced once at the open fields of the earth. There was no sign of the horse.


      The Grandsire sent for Yama, the death-god, and said: ‘This must be your doing. You have captured my horse.’


      ‘O Creator,’ protested Yama, ‘I am the target of all your suspicion. Please cast a glance at the human colony.’


      Inside a very tiny space, surrounded by a wall, Brahma saw the horse standing and neighing in a faint voice.


      He was disturbed. ‘If you don’t set this creature of mine free,’ he warned the humans. ‘I’ll give him claws and teeth like a tiger. It will no longer be of any use to you.’


      ‘Chhi, chhi, shame on you!’ cried man. ‘That would give too much encouragement to violence. But whatever you might say, Grandsire, this creature of yours is not even worthy of freedom. For its own good, we have built this stable at great expense. It’s a wonderful stable.’


      ‘You must set it free,’ Brahma insisted obdurately.


      ‘Very well, I’ll set it free,’ man consented. ‘But for seven days. If, after that, you say that my stable is not more suitable for the horse than your open field, I’m willing to swallow my words and do penance.’


      What man did was to let the horse out into the field, but with its forelegs tightly bound. Such was the horse’s gait now that even a frog’s movements seemed more graceful by comparison.


      Brahma lived in heaven, far away. He could see the horse’s gait, but not the rope that bound its knees. Seeing the ungainly movements of this creature of his own making, he grew red with shame.


      ‘I must say I have made a mistake,’ he said.


      ‘Now what are we to do with this creature?’ asked man, with folded hands. ‘If there’s a field in your realm Brahmalok, I’d rather send it off there.’


      ‘Go, go,’ cried Brahma in agitation, ‘go and take it back into your stable.’


      ‘But O our Original Deity,’ protested man, ‘this is a great burden for mankind.’


      ‘But therein lies the humanity of human beings,’ declared Brahma.

    

  

  
    
      


      A True Fairy


      The prince had crossed twenty. From lands far and wide, proposals of marriage poured in.


      ‘The daughter of the king of Bahlik is exquisitely beautiful,’ said the go-between. ‘Like a shower of white roses.’


      The prince averted his face, and made no reply.


      ‘As for the king of Gandhar’s daughter,’ a messenger reported, ‘every limb of her body brims with loveliness, like a bunch of grapes on a vine.’


      The prince went off into the forest on the pretext of hunting. Days passed, weeks went by, but he did not return in a hurry.


      ‘I went and saw the princess of Kamboj,’ the messenger came and announced. ‘The curve of her lashes is like the horizon at sunrise, her eyes dew-moist, bright and shining.’


      The prince began to read a long narrative poem by Bhartrihari, and would not raise his eyes from the tome.


      ‘Why such behaviour?’ wondered the king. ‘Let’s find out: send for the minister’s son.’


      The minister’s son was summoned.


      ‘You are my son’s friend,’ said the king. ‘Tell me truly, why is he not interested in marriage?’


      ‘Maharaj,’ replied the minister’s son, ‘after hearing tales about Paristan the land of fairies, your son has developed the desire to wed a fairy.’
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      Find out the where Paristan is located, ordered the king.


      The greatest pundits were summoned. They scanned every ancient tome. Shaking their heads, they said: ‘There is no hint about Paristan in these volumes, not on a single page.’


      Now it was the merchants’ turn to be summoned to the royal court.


      ‘We have travelled to so many islands across the seas,’ they declared. ‘Ela Dweep, Mareech Dweep, the land of Labangalata. We have been to Malay Dweep to fetch sandalwood, to the fir woods of Kailash in search of deer-musk, but nowhere have we found any directions to Paristan.’


      ‘Send for the minister’s son,’ decreed the king.


      The minister’s son arrived.


      ‘Who told the prince those stories about Paristan?’ the king asked him.


      ‘That crazy fellow Nabin Pagla, who roams the forests, flute in hand. When he went hunting, the prince heard tales of Paristan from him,’ the minister’s son informed them.


      ‘Achchha—very well, send for him then,’ ordered the king.


      Carrying a fistful of wild flowers as an offering, Nabin Pagla came and stood before the king.


      ‘Where did you hear of Paristan?’ the king asked him.


      ‘I visit there regularly,’ he replied.


      ‘Where is it located?’ the king enquired.


      ‘Beneath Chitragiri, the Picture Mountain at the border of your kingdom, on the edge of Kamyak Sarovar, the Lake of Desire.’


      ‘Are fairies to be seen there?’ demanded the king.


      ‘Seen indeed, but not recognized,’ Pagla the madman replied. ‘They remain in disguise. Sometimes they reveal their true self before they vanish, but we have no means of capturing them then.’


      ‘How do you recognize them?’ the king wanted to know.


      ‘When some particular melody catches my ear, or some ray of light catches my eye,’ Pagla replied.


      ‘This fellow is utterly mad,’ the king said in disgust. ‘Send him away!’
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      Nabin Pagla’s words struck a chord in the prince’s heart.


      In the spring month of Phalgun, the boughs were laden with sal buds, shirish, raintree blossoms, rippling at the edges of the forest. The prince went alone to Chitragiri.


      ‘Where are you going?’ everyone wanted to know.


      He offered no reply.


      From within a cave a waterfall gushed forth, descending to the Kamyak Sarovar. The villagers called it ‘Udas Jhora,’ the Melancholy Falls. Beneath that waterfall, in a ruined temple, the prince made his abode.


      A month passed by. The tender leaves that had appeared on the branches of every tree acquired a deeper hue, and the forest paths were strewn with fallen flowers. Now, in an early morning dream, the prince heard the melodious strains of a flute. As soon as he awakened, he cried: ‘Today I shall see her!’
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      At once he sprang on to his horse and rode along the bank of the stream until he arrived at the edge of Kamyak Sarovar. There he saw a girl, daughter of the mountain folk, resting beside a cluster of lotuses. Her pitcher was full of water, but she did not arise from the ghaat, the water’s edge. The dark-skinned girl had adorned her black hair with a shirish flower tucked behind her ear, like the first star that appears at dusk.


      Dismounting from his horse, the prince asked her: ‘Will you let me have that shirish flower you wear behind your ear?’


      She was like a gazelle that knows no fear. She turned once to glance at the prince’s face. Then, the shadow of something unknown descended upon her dark eyes, making them look even darker—as a dream descends on sleep, or early rain clouds upon the horizon.


      ‘Here!’ she said, removing the flower from her hair and handing it to the prince.


      ‘Tell me truly, what fairy are you?’ demanded the prince.


      For an instant, her face expressed surprise. Immediately afterwards, she burst into peals of laughter, like the sudden showers of early autumn—her laughter seemed unstoppable.


      ‘My dream has come true, it seems,’ thought the prince to himself. ‘The music of this laughter seemed to echo the melody of that flute.’


      Springing on to his horse, the prince held out his arms and called: ‘Come!’


      Without a thought, she took his hand and mounted the horse. Her water-filled pitcher lay abandoned on the ghaat.


      Kuhu-kuhu-kuhu-kuhu called the koel from the shirish bough.


      ‘What is your name?’ the prince whispered in the girl’s ear.


      ‘Kajari,’ she answered. ‘The Kohl-Black One.’


      They went, the two of them, to the ruins of that temple at the edge of Udas Jhora.


      ‘Cast off your disguise now,’ the prince urged.


      ‘But we are forest women,’ she replied. ‘We don’t understand disguises.’


      ‘But I want to see your fairy self,’ the prince insisted.


      Fairy self! Again that laugh, ringing out in peals of mirth.


      ‘The music of this laughter matches the melody of this waterfall,’ the prince thought. ‘She is the fairy who belongs to this waterfall of mine.’
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      News reached the king’s ears that the prince had married a fairy. From the palace came horses, elephants, and a chaturdola, a litter borne by four men.


      ‘What’s all this for?’ Kajari enquired.


      ‘You must come to the palace,’ the prince informed her.


      This brought tears to her eyes. She remembered her pitcher, lying abandoned by the waterside. She remembered the grass seeds she had spread out to dry in the courtyard at home. She remembered that her father and brother had gone hunting, that it was time for them to return. And she remembered that her mother had set up her loom beneath the tree, humming as she wove the cloth that would someday be her daughter’s dowry.


      ‘No, I shall not go,’ she declared.


      But the drumbeats of the dhak and dhol had begun to resonate. As the sounds of the banshee, gong and kettledrum rang out, her words could not be heard.


      When Kajari descended from the chaturdola at the palace, the queen beat her forehead in despair. ‘What sort of fairy is this?’ she wailed.


      ‘Chhi, chhi, what a disgrace!’ cried the princess.


      ‘And what sort of garb is this, for a fairy!’ quipped the queen’s female attendant, her dasi.


      ‘Quiet!’ ordered the prince. ‘A fairy in disguise has entered your home.’
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      Days went by. In bed, the prince would awaken in the moonlight to observe whether Kajari’s disguise showed the slightest sign of slipping off. He saw the dark-skinned girl lying with her dark tresses outspread, her body resembling a flawless statue carved in black stone.


      Silently, the prince wondered: ‘Where has the fairy concealed herself, as the dawn hides in the dark just before daybreak?’


      The prince felt ashamed to face his family. One day, he even felt a hint of rage.


      As Kajari was about to leave the bed in the morning, the prince gripped her arm tightly and insisted: ‘Today I shall not let you go. Reveal your true self to me.’


      This time, she did not burst into peals of laughter as she had done when she heard the same words in the forest. In no time, her eyes were suffused with tears.


      ‘Will you elude me forever?’ the prince demanded.


      ‘No, not any more,’ she replied.


      ‘Then make sure that the fairy reveals herself to everybody this full-moon night, on Kartik Purnima,’ ordered the prince.
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      The full moon shone in the middle of the sky. A lilting melody rang out from the nahabat, the music pavilion of the royal palace.


      In a bridegroom’s attire, the prince entered the inner quarters bearing a wedding garland. Tonight there would be the shubhodrishti ritual, when he and his fairy-bride would see each other for the first time.


      In the bedchamber, a white coverlet enveloped the bed, with white jasmine flowers heaped upon it. Moonlight streamed in through the window above.


      And Kajari?


      She was nowhere to be seen.


      The strains of the flute signalled the late hour of the night. The moon had declined to the west. One by one, his kith and kin poured into the room.


      Where was the fairy?


      ‘Vanishing, the fairy reveals her true self,’ said the prince. ‘And then she is beyond our reach.’

    

  

  
    
      


      Bolai


      They say human life forms the epilogue to the history of all the diverse species in the world. We know we can detect traces of various forms of animal life in the human society around us. In fact, what we call human is the element that merges all the animals in us, forcing both tiger and cow into the same pen and imprisoning snake and mongoose in a single cage. What we describe as a ragini is the element that transforms all the notes into a classical melody, so the notes can no longer create any discord. But still, within a composition, one note becomes prominent, surpassing all the others—sometimes madhyam, sometimes komal gandhar, or sometimes pancham.


      As for my bhaipo Bolai, my brother’s son, in his nature, the basic notes of plant life have somehow gained predominance. Ever since infancy, it has been his habit to gaze silently at things, not to move about here and there. When the layered black clouds stand frozen in wonder in the eastern sky, his whole being seems pervaded by a moist breeze laden with the fragrance of a forest in the wet month of Sravan. When the rain comes down, the sound of that torrent seems to resonate through his entire body. When the sun declines in the late afternoon, he roams bare-chested on the terrace, as if absorbing something from the whole sky. In late Magh, when the mango blossoms appear at winter’s end, an intense rapture arouses his blood, awakening the memory of something unspoken. In the spring month of Phalgun, his inner nature expands, spreading its branches like a blossoming sal grove, acquiring an intense hue. Then he feels like lingering alone, talking to himself, patching together all the stories he has heard: such as the tales of byangoma-byangomi, the pair of legendary tattler birds who nest within the hollow of an ancient banyan tree. He can’t say much, this boy with his large, protruding, wide-open, ever-observant eyes. That’s why he has to spend so much time thinking.


      Once I had taken him to the hills. Gazing at the dense green grass stretching from the front of our house to the bottom of the mountain slope, he was filled with elation. To him the grass cover did not seem like an immobile substance; he felt that this expanse of grass was a game that rolled on, rolled on forever. Often he too would roll down that slope—becoming the grass, surrendering his whole body—rolling and rolling, the grass tips would tickle his neck and he would burst into peals of laughter. After a rainy night, when pale golden sunbeams slanted from the mountaintop on to the forest of fir trees at daybreak, he would creep away without telling anybody, to stand beneath the silent shade of that fir grove, alone and full of wonder, his body prickling with an eerie sense of awe—as if he could see the human beings within these giant trees. They said nothing, yet seemed to know everything. As if they were ancient dadamoshais, grandfathers from the age of ‘once upon a time’.


      Not that his dreamy gaze was always directed upwards. Often I have seen him roaming in my garden as if searching for something in the earth. He is intensely eager to see new seedlings emerge into the light, raising their curled heads. Every day, he bends over them as if to ask: ‘And then? And then?’ They are his ever-unfinished story. Those new-grown tender leaves—how can he express his sense of affinity with them? They seem eager to ask him some unknown question. Perhaps they ask, ‘What is your name?’ Or perhaps, ‘Where has your mother gone?’ ‘But I don’t have a mother!’ Bolai answers silently.


      It hurts him deeply if anyone plucks flowers from a tree. He has also realized that his anguish means nothing to anyone else. So he tries to hide his pain. Unable to protest when boys his age throw stones to bring down the fruit of the amla tree, he just averts his face and leaves the scene. To tease him, his companions lash out with their sticks at the trees on either side as they cross the garden, or swiftly snap off a bakul branch. He is ashamed to cry, lest someone should think he is crazy. Most distressing for him is the day the ghasiara comes to mow the grass. For in his daily wanderings he has observed, concealed inside the grass, tiny little creepers; purple and yellow flowers, nameless and miniscule; here and there, the prickly nightshade, with a minute golden drop at the centre of each blue flower; in places, growing close to the fence, the bitter kalmegh vine; elsewhere, the medicinal root anantamool; and small seedlings sprouting from bird-pecked neem fruit, their leaves so exquisitely lovely. All these are rooted out by that cruel weeding instrument, the neerani. They are not among the fancy plants in the garden; no one hears their plaint.


      Sometimes he climbs into the lap of his paternal aunt, his kaki, twines his arm around her neck, and pleads: ‘Please tell that ghasiara not to destroy those plants of mine.’


      ‘Bolai,’ his kaki expostulates, ‘what crazy things you say. All those wild weeds, how can we avoid clearing them?’


      Bolai has long realized that some kinds of pain are for him to bear alone—they elicit no response from the people around him.


      This boy really belongs to that era, ten million years ago, when the future forests of this world had raised their birth-cry from the landmasses newly arisen from the womb of the sea. There were no animals then, no birds, and no clamour of living creatures; just rock and slime and water all around. On the path of time, the tree preceded all other forms of life. Raising its folded hands to the sun in prayer, it declared: ‘I will remain; I will survive; an eternal traveller am I; after death, I shall journey beyond death, through sun and shower, night and day, to the sacred place where the eternal soul attains fulfilment.’ The cry of the tree still resounds, in forest, mountain and field; in the branches and foliage of the tree, mother earth’s incessant refrain is heard: ‘I will remain! I will continue to exist!’ The tree, mute nurturer of life on earth, has been ceaselessly drawing vital energy, vigour and beauty from the heavens, to add to the earth’s store of immortality. And, day and night, its spirit raises an urgent cry to the skies: ‘I will remain!’ Somehow, Bolai alone heard the message of that universal spirit, felt its resonance within his own bloodstream. We found this laughable.


      One morning, while I was immersed in my newspaper, Bolai rushed up to me and dragged me to the garden. Pointing to a sapling growing at a particular spot, he asked: ‘Kaka, what plant is this?’


      I saw that a shimul sapling had reared its head in the middle of the paved garden path.


      Alas, Bolai made a mistake, summoning me to that spot. When the tiniest sprout emerged like an infant’s first incoherent babble, it caught Bolai’s eye. Ever since, he had watered it slightly every day with his own hands, monitoring its growth eagerly, day and night. The red-silk-cotton plant was a fast-growing variety, but it could not keep pace with Bolai’s enthusiasm. When it was about three feet high, he assumed from its lush foliage that it was a wonder plant—as a mother, when she detects the first traces of intelligence in her infant, immediately assumes that her child is a prodigy. Bolai thought the plant would leave me wonderstruck too.


      ‘I must tell the gardener to uproot this tree and throw it away,’ I said.


      Bolai was aghast. What a terrible decree! ‘No Kaka,’ he protested, ‘I beseech you, please don’t uproot this tree!’


      ‘What nonsense!’ I scoffed. ‘It’s growing right in the middle of the pathway. When it’s fully grown, it will create a nuisance, scattering cotton-fluff all around.’


      When he failed to convince me, this motherless child went to his kaki. Crawling into his aunt’s lap, he clung to her, sobbing: ‘Kaki, please forbid Kaka to cut down that tree.’


      He had found the right strategy. His kaki sent for me. ‘Listen to me,’ she pleaded. ‘Ah, the poor boy, spare this tree of his.’


      I allowed the tree to remain. If Bolai had not pointed it out to me at the outset, I would probably not have noticed it at all. But now it caught my eye daily. In a year or so the tree grew shamelessly tall. Bolai was so taken with it that it became his favourite tree.


      The tree looked more stupid every day. To grow in such an odd spot, showing no respect for anyone, shooting up so straight and tall! Anyone who saw it wondered why that tree should grow there. A few more times, I proposed that it be sentenced to death. I tempted Bolai with the offer of some excellent rose cuttings in exchange.


      ‘If shimul is the only tree you fancy,’ I urged, ‘I’ll send for another sapling and plant it near the fence. It will look very beautiful.’


      But he would shudder at the very mention of cutting down the tree. And his kaki would say: ‘Ah, the tree is not so unsightly, after all!’


      My Boudidi had passed away when this boy was an infant. Perhaps it was from grief at his wife’s demise that Dada, my elder brother, went to England on a sudden whim, to study engineering. His son was reared in my childless home, cradled in his kaki’s lap. About ten years later, Dada came back. To give Bolai an English education, he first took the boy to Shimla, with plans of moving him to England later.


      Weeping, Bolai vacated his kaki’s lap, and left our home desolate.


      Two years went by. Meanwhile, Bolai’s kaki hid her tears, going to the boy’s empty bedroom to finger his torn shoe, cracked rubber ball and illustrated storybook about animals. There she would linger, musing that Bolai by now must have outgrown all these mementos, and become much more mature.


      One day, I found that the shimul tree had crossed all limits—it had grown too unruly to be indulged any further. Eventually, I chopped it down.


      Meanwhile, Bolai wrote to his kaki from Shimla: Kaki, please send me a photograph of that shimul tree of mine.


      He was to have visited us once before leaving for England, but that did not happen. So Bolai wanted to carry his friend’s picture with him.


      His kaki called to me: ‘Listen, please send for a photographer.’


      ‘Why?’ I asked.


      She showed me Bolai’s letter, written in his childish hand.


      ‘But that tree has been cut down,’ I informed her.


      For two days, Bolai’s kaki refused to eat. She did not speak to me for several days. It was as if Bolai’s father had severed the umbilical cord when he took the boy from her lap. And when Bolai’s kaka eliminated the child’s beloved tree forever, that too seemed to afflict her entire world, wounding her to the heart.


      That tree was the very image of her Bolai after all. It was his twin spirit, his double.

    

  

  
    
      


      Shiburam


      I was enjoying the open air in the field at dusk, when the fox came to me and said:


      ‘Dada, you are busy raising your own young ones to make proper human beings of them, but what about me?’


      ‘Tell me, what can I do for you?’ I asked.


      ‘So what if I am an animal? Does that mean there’s no hope for me?’ complained the fox. ‘I have vowed to have you make a proper human being of me.’


      That would be a virtuous deed, I thought to myself upon hearing this.


      ‘What made you think of such a thing?’ I asked.


      ‘If I can become human, I’ll be famous in the fox community,’ he declared. ‘They will worship me.’


      ‘Very well,’ I consented.


      Our friends were informed. They were delighted. ‘A worthwhile effort indeed!’ they approved. ‘It will benefit the world.’ A few of us got together and formed a society, naming it the Fox-Reform-Federation.


      In our neighbourhood, there is an old, abandoned chandimandap, a prayer pavilion once used for Durga Puja. There, after nine every night, we applied ourselves to the worthy task of transforming the fox into a human being.


      ‘My son,’ I asked, ‘what do your folks call you?’


      ‘Hou-Hou,’ replied the fox.


      ‘Chhi chhi, how disgusting!’ we cried. ‘It won’t do at all. If you want to become human, you must first change your name, and then your appearance. From now on, Shiburam will be your name.’


      ‘Very well,’ he agreed. But from his expression we could sense that he did not find Shiburam as sweet a name as Hou-Hou. It couldn’t be helped though, for he had to be transformed into a human being.


      Our first task was to get him to stand upright on his hind legs. It took us many days. He would wobble along with great difficulty, falling every now and then. It took him six months to hold his frame erect somehow. To cover his claws, he was made to wear shoes, socks, gloves.


      Finally, our president Gour Gosain said: ‘Shiburam, come now and view your two-legged image in the mirror. See if you like it.’


      Standing before the mirror, turning this way and that, craning and twisting his neck, Shiburam inspected his image at length.


      ‘But Gosainji,’ he pronounced at last, ‘my appearance still doesn’t resemble yours!’


      ‘Shibu, is it enough to merely stand erect?’ Gosainji demanded. ‘Becoming human is not so easy. What shall we do about your tail, I ask you? Can you bring yourself to part with it?’


      Shiburam’s face fell. His tail was famous in the fox territory, across ten or twenty villages. The ordinary foxes had named him ‘Wondertail’. Those who knew Foxy-Sanskrit called him ‘Sulomlanguli’ or the Bushy-Tailed One. He spent two days thinking, three nights without sleep. Ultimately, on Thursday, he came to us and said: ‘I’m willing.’


      The brick-red, bushy tail was chopped off, close to its root.


      ‘Aha, what freedom for this beast!’ exclaimed all the members of our group. ‘At last he is free of all worldly attachment to the tail that kept his spirit bound! What glory!’


      Shiburam heaved a deep sigh. ‘Glory!’ he repeated with profound pathos, controlling his tears.


      He had no appetite for food that day. All night, he dreamt of that chopped-off tail.


      The next day, Shiburam appeared before our gathering.


      ‘So how are you, Shibu?’ asked Gosainji. ‘Doesn’t your body feel light?’


      ‘Yes sir, very light indeed,’ Shibu replied. ‘But my heart tells me that though my tail is gone, the shades of difference between me and the human race have not disappeared.’


      ‘If you want to match our complexion to become one of us, get rid of your fur,’ Gosain told him.


      Tinu the barber was sent for. It took five days for him to scrape and scrape with the blade of his khur to shave off all the fur. The figure that emerged left all our society members speechless.


      ‘Moshai, sirs, why don’t you say something?’ cried Shiburam anxiously.


      ‘Our own achievement has left us dumbfounded,’ the members responded.


      Shiburam was reassured. He forgot his grief for the chopped off tail and shaven fur.


      ‘No more, Shiburam,’ declared the members of our gathering, closing their eyes. ‘Our society is hereby dissolved...’


      ‘Now I must dazzle the world of foxes,’ said Shibu.


      Meanwhile, Shiburam’s pishi, his father’s sister Khenkini, had been crying herself to death. She went up to the village headman, Morol Hukkui, and said:


      ‘Morolmoshai, it’s over a year now, why don’t we get to see my Hou-Hou? He hasn’t fallen into the clutches of tigers or bears, I hope?’


      ‘Why fear tigers and bears?’ replied the Morol. ‘It’s the species called “human beings” that we must fear. Maybe he has fallen into their trap.’


      They began to search. Wandering here and there, the group of volunteers arrived at the bamboo grove near that same chandimandap.


      ‘Hukka huaa!’ they called.


      Shiburam’s heart began to tremble. He longed to join that full-throated, monotonous cry, just once. With great difficulty he suppressed that urge.


      In the late hours, from the bamboo thicket, rose that same call, once more:


      ‘Hukka huaa!’


      This time, a small sound like a choked sob escaped from Shiburam’s throat. But still he stopped himself.


      In the darkest hours, when they called again, Shiburam could contain himself no more.


      ‘Hukka huaa!’ he cried out, ‘hukka huaa, hukka huaa!’


      ‘There! That’s Hou-Hou’s voice I hear!’ said Hukkui. ‘Just call out to him once.’


      ‘Hou-Hou!’ came the call.


      ‘Shiburam!’ cautioned the president of our society, who had left his bed to rush to the scene.


      ‘Hou-Hou!’ came the call again, from outside.


      ‘Shiburam!’ warned Gosainji again.


      Upon the third call, Shiburam rushed outside. At once, the foxes ran away. Hukkui, Haiyo, Hoohoo and the other great fox-heroes vanished into their respective holes.


      The entire fox world was stunned.


      Six months passed.


      At last, there was news. All night, Shiburam would wander about, crying out: ‘Where’s my tail? Where’s my tail?’


      Perched on the ledge outside Gosain’s bedroom, face upraised, every few hours he would sob piteously: ‘Return my tail to me!’


      Gosain did not dare open his door, fearing he might get bitten by the mad fox.


      Shiburam could no longer visit the thorny sheyalkanta woods where his home used to be. If his relatives saw him from afar, they would either run away, or rush at him threateningly, baring their teeth as if to bite. He stayed in that same ruined chandimandap, where no creature lived, save a pair of owls. Even Khandu, Gobor, Benchi, Dhenri and the other big, naughty boys did not come there to pluck the sour koromcha fruit from the forest, because they were afraid of ghosts.


      The fox had written a poem in the foxy tongue. It began like this:


      O my tail, my lost tail, my world has grown dark!


      My heart is full to bursting, hukka hua hua!


      ‘How unfair, how very unfair!’ cried Pupe, my granddaughter. ‘Tell me, Dadamoshai, won’t his own mashi, his maternal aunt, accept him into her home?’


      ‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘When his fur grows back, they will recognize him.’


      ‘But what about his tail?’


      ‘Maybe Kobirajmoshai, our medicine man, has some Languladya Ghrita—tail-fixing ghee—in his house. I’ll check with him.’

    

  

  
    
      


      A Feast for Rats


      ‘This is unfair!’ the boys complained. ‘We refuse to be taught by a new pundit.’


      The new Punditmoshai they were expecting was named Kalikumar Tarkalankar.


      After the holidays, the boys were returning to school by train, from their respective homes. One of them, a witty fellow, had composed a poem against the new pundit, called ‘Kalo Kumror Balidan’—’The Sacrificial Death of the Black Pumpkin’—which all of them were reciting at the top of their voices. Just then, an old gentleman boarded the train at Arkhol Station. With him he carried his kantha-wrapped bedding roll, two or three earthen handis sealed with rags, a tin trunk and a few bundles. A tough-looking boy, known to everyone as Bichkun, called out:


      ‘There’s no room for you here, old man. Go find another carriage.’


      ‘It’s too crowded,’ the old man replied. ‘There’s no room anywhere. I’ll just take this little corner; I won’t bother you at all.’ With these words, he left the bench to them and moved to a corner of the floor, where he had spread his bedding.


      ‘Baba,’ he asked the boys, ‘where are you all going, and for what purpose?’


      ‘To perform a sraddha,’ Bichkun declared. ‘A funeral ceremony.’


      ‘Whose sraddha is it?’ the old man enquired.


      ‘Kalo-Kumro-Tatka-Lanka’s’ was the reply.


      The boys chorused in a loud, sing-song chant:


      ‘Kalo-Kumro-Tatka-Lanka, Black-Pumpkin-Green-Chilli, We’ll teach you a lesson, and make you look silly!


      The train halted at Asansol. The old man got off to have a bath. As soon as he returned to the carriage afterwards, Bichkun warned him: ‘Don’t remain in this carriage, sir!’


      ‘Why, may I ask?’


      ‘It’s infested with rats.’


      ‘Rats! How’s that possible?’


      ‘Just look at the mess they made when they got into those handis of yours.’


      The gentleman found that the handi full of sugary kodmas was now completely empty, and the one containing khoichur had not a grain left in it.


      ‘And they even ran off with whatever was inside your rag bundle,’ Bichkun added.


      That bundle had contained four or five ripe mangoes from his garden.


      ‘The rats are famished, I see,’ remarked the gentleman with a faint smile.


      ‘No, no, it’s their nature to devour things even if they’re not hungry,’ replied Bichkun.


      The boys laughed uproariously. ‘Yes, moshai,’ they guffawed, ‘if there was more, they’d have eaten it up as well.’


      ‘I made a mistake,’ the gentleman observed. ‘Had I known there would be so many rats travelling together in the train, I would have carried some more stuff.’


      The boys were disheartened to find that the old man did not lose his temper in spite of so much teasing. If he had been provoked, it would have been fun.


      The train stopped at Burdwan. It would halt there for about an hour, to switch tracks.


      ‘Baba,’ said the gentleman, ‘I won’t trouble you any more. There will be room for me in another compartment.’


      ‘No, no, that won’t do, you must travel in the same coach with us. If there’s anything left inside your bundles, we will guard it together, all of us. Nothing will be lost.’


      ‘All right,’ the gentleman assented. ‘Get into the carriage, all of you. I’ll join you in a little while.’


      So the boys got into the carriage. A little later, the sweet-seller’s cart came and halted before their compartment, accompanied by the gentleman.


      Handing a paper bag to each of the boys, he said: ‘Now there will be no shortage of food at the rats’ feast.’


      ‘Hurrah!’ shouted the boys, jumping up in glee. The mango-seller also arrived there, with his basket of mangoes. There was no dearth of mangoes either, at their feast.


      ‘Tell us,’ the boys asked the gentleman, ‘where are you going? What will you do there?’


      ‘I am going in search of work,’ he replied. ‘I’ll get off wherever I find work.’


      They clapped their hands, all of them, and said: ‘Come to our school then.’


      ‘Why would your authorities want to keep me?’


      ‘They must. We won’t let Kalo-Kumro-Tatka-Lanka set foot in our neighbourhood.’


      ‘You have put me in a difficult position, I must say! What if the secretary doesn’t approve of me?’


      ‘He must approve—or else we shall all leave the school.’


      ‘All right, then take me with you.’


      The train arrived at their station. The secretary was present there in person. Seeing the old man, he cried:


      ‘Welcome, welcome, Tarkalankarmoshai! Your house is ready and waiting.’ With these words, he bowed at the old man’s feet to offer his respects.

    

  

  
    
      


      Translator’s Note


      ‘Something of the child must live within the adult man or his hand will not be able to pen words for children,’ the noted Bengali author Lila Majumdar once said. Rabindranath Tagore’s writings for children express just the same kind of empathy for his young readers. Throughout his long writing career, Tagore never gave up writing for children, and his inner youthful spirit never deserted him. These writings span a spectrum of genres, from fiction and poetry to drama, satire, essays, letters and autobiography.


      Tagore does not take his young readers lightly. To be full of wonder and curiosity, with a vivid fancy, a free-ranging intellect and a bold and questioning spirit—that, for him, is the essence of childhood. Young people, he realizes, are neither foolish nor drawn only to happy things. The child’s inner world is not only full of joy and innocence, but also haunted by fear, destruction, violence, rage and jealousy. Tagore’s writings for children are not confined to a naive fairy-tale world; they also take life’s darker side on board. Sometimes, the line dividing children’s literature from adult literature is thin, even non-existent.


      Tagore draws upon diverse sources: oral and folk traditions, Indian classical literature, Western texts, and non-literary forms derived from art and music. The themes are manifold: fantasy, fairy tale, nature, rural life, history, social and political satire, philosophical issues such as time, memory, life and death, environment, education and man’s relation with the universe. Some pieces work as fables with morals, while others express profound philosophical ideas in disarmingly simple language. But he also has a gift for the absurd and the whimsical that makes poems like ‘The Invention of Shoes’ immortal.


      Tagore does not assume that children can’t discriminate between truth and falsehood, good and bad, justice and injustice. Many of his writings for the young have a strong ethical core. Some works, such as ‘Bolai’, highlight the beauty of nature and also its fragility and need for care and protection. In other, more sombre pieces, he dwells upon social evils such as the gap between the rich and the poor (as in ‘Two Bighas of Land’) or the exploitation of workers by the owners of industry (‘Madho’). In heroic poems such as ‘The Supreme Gift’, he foregrounds the legendary courage of our forebears.


      The process of learning interests him too. Tagore is against hollow book-learning; he remembers having chafed at the discipline of formal education when he was a child. ‘The Parrot’s Story’ satirises the stifling of the child’s imagination by enforced textbook-oriented learning. In contrast, ‘A Feast for Rats’ presents the ideal schoolmaster: gentle, forbearing, and attuned to the playful spirit of his pupils. In Shantiniketan, Tagore experimented with an alternative approach to education, based on greater contact with nature and the values of creativity and cooperative living. Closeness to nature, Tagore feels, can offer release from isolation and self-centredness, to make one aware of one’s connections with an external harmony. In ‘Society and State’ (Towards Universal Man) he says: ‘blue sky and air, trees and flowers, are indispensable for the proper growth of the body and mind’ (71). Though he drew upon indigenous traditions, his thoughts on education were radical in many respects. In the school at Shantiniketan, girl students participated with the boys in lessons, sports and prayer services. Tagore also designed some brilliantly innovative textbooks for children. His approach anticipates modern theories of education premised on the idea that learning should be fun. The dividing line between study and play is thin, sometimes non-existent.


      Not all the children in Tagore’s works are happy. Many are lonely, sad and full of yearning. Some are misfits in the worlds they inhabit; others, victims of unjust social and personal circumstances. A few, like Amal in ‘The Post Office’, possess a gravity and inner wisdom far beyond their age. Some, like Bolai or Sudha, are more at home in the world of nature than in their family circles. The clue to this lies perhaps in Tagore’s own childhood, recalled vividly in Jibansmriti and Chhelebela. For he was a lonely child, lost in the world of his own imagination, longing for love, haunted by irrational fears, and unable to conform to the traditional system of education.


      Tagore loved experimenting with new rhythms and metres. He also introduced Chalti Bhasha or colloquial Bengali, a medium that young readers found more accessible than Sadhu Bhasha, the formal Bengali prevalent in his time. In later life, Tagore often illustrated his own work with doodles that turned written script into sketches. He also experimented with painting. Not all the images are happy ones: many reveal a dark, frightening dimension to his imagination.


      In Tagore’s works, we find a synthesis of elements from different art forms: orature, writing, music, dance, painting and drama. Many of his writings have a strong performative aspect. ‘The Post Office’ was staged in diverse languages in different parts of the world during his lifetime. The short, satirical farces, collected in Hasyakoutuk and Byangakoutuk (1907) are performed by children even now. ‘Tasher Desh’ (The Land of Cards) is a popular dance drama. ‘Lakshmir Pariksha’, originally designed for the female students of Tagore’s school, has an all-female cast.


      Many of the issues Tagore raised so many years ago continue to haunt us today in different guises: the need to preserve nature and the environment, or to nurture basic human values in the face of a growing consumerism, or to develop a more tolerant and less hierarchical society. Tagore’s writings reflect the world that he knew, far removed from ours in time and ambience. But his work resists dating, because it deals with basic human emotions, instincts, ideals and urges.


      In this collection, the aim is to offer a glimpse of Tagore’s range and versatility as a children’s writer. Translating the pieces in this volume has been a fascinating yet difficult enterprise, for it is hard to retain the simplicity and apparent artlessness of the originals. It is difficult, also, to replicate Tagore’s experiments with verse and metre, and his delight in wordplay. Many Bengali words have been retained here, to give these writings some of their authentic cultural flavour, with a glossary for explanations.


      I feel honoured that Mahasweta Devi has consented to introduce the book. I am also grateful to Sudeshna Shome Ghosh and Sohini Mitra for their editorial inputs, and to Diptakirti Chaudhury for his work on the notes and trivia. If this collection kindles an interest in Tagore among today’s young readers, our collective effort will be worthwhile.


      2009

      Radha Chakravarty


      Radha Chakravarty teaches literature at Gargi College, University of Delhi. Her translations include Crossings: Stories from Bangladesh and India, Chokher Bali, Farewell Song: Shesher Kabita, In the Name of the Mother: Four Stories, Boyhood Days, Gora and Vermilion Clouds: Stories by Bengali Women. She is the author of Feminism and Contemporary Women Writers: Rethinking Subjectivity. She has also edited Bodymaps: Stories by South Asian Women Writers and co-edited Writing Freedom: South Asian Voices and Writing Feminism: South Asian Voices. She is currently co-editing The New Tagore Reader for Visva Bharati and Harvard University. She was nominated for the Crossword Translation Award 2004.
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      With Puffin Classics, the story isn’t over


      when you reach the final page.


      Want to discover more about the


      author and his world?


      Read on...
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      Author File


      NAME: Rabindranath Tagore


      BORN: 7 May 1861 in an unorthodox Pirali Brahmin family of Kolkata


      FATHER: Debendranath Tagore, a religious reformer


      MOTHER: Sarada Devi


      FAMILY: He was the youngest of thirteen surviving children of his parents


      QUALIFICATION: He never adapted to formal schooling, preferring to spend time in natural surroundings rather than in classrooms. However, he read extensively about science, astronomy, history, languages and literature. He was later sent to England for further studies and enrolled in University College of London, but did not complete his degree.


      MARRIED TO: Mrinalini Devi


      LITERARY OUTPUT: Rabindranath Tagore has a phenomenal body of work—across poetry, songs, plays, dance dramas, novels, short stories, essays, travelogues and autobiographies in various forms. He experimented with various styles of writing—the classical style of epics and holy books, the modern style of blank verse, an unassuming style from everyday usage and so on.


      He has written quite extensively for children as well. Many of his poems have been written from a child’s point of view. In his later years, Tagore started painting and drawing as well—which were considered to be pieces of great value.


      AWARDS: Awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1913


      DEATH: 7 August 1941


      What was Tagore’s contribution to the field of education?


      Tagore was a great educationist. In his family estate called Shantiniketan (near Bolpur in West Bengal), he founded the Viswa Bharati University based on a unique teaching system, remembering his own traumatic experiences from school days.


      Viswa Bharati encouraged individualized guidance (based on the gurukul system), conducted classes in open-air surroundings, let students choose their courses and pace of learning, and discouraged rote learning. The university also advocated the aesthetic development of the senses. Hence music, arts, dance and drama were given the same weightage as studies. Tagore himself taught there and wrote textbooks for the school. Even today it is a great seat of learning and culture.


      What was Tagore’s political ideology like?


      It is said that Tagore’s political views were rather complex. Nonetheless he was a staunch nationalist. During his lifetime he wrote several patriotic songs, poems and short stories. One of his very famous poems from the award-winning collection of poems Gitanjali throws much light on Tagore’s deep yearning for the freedom and emancipation of his country:


      Where the mind is without fear


      and the head is held high;


      Where knowledge is free;


      Where the world has not been


      broken up into fragments


      by narrow domestic walls...


      Where the clear stream of reason


      has not lost its way into the


      dreary desert sand of dead habit...


      Into that heaven of freedom,


      my Father, let my country awake.


      Instead of being jingoistic, Tagore explored the weaknesses of the Indian nationalist movement and its leaders as well.


      He was knighted by the Crown in 1915, but renounced it in 1919 in protest against the Jallianwala Bagh massacre.


      What is the impact of Tagore’s works on society?


      Rabindranath Tagore won the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1913, but even that glory does not capture his true stature. In Bengal, he is considered to be a demi-god as his works are part of the daily life in the form of quotations, textbooks, subjects of higher studies, research institutes and as material for countless adaptations. His contribution to Bengali literature is unparalleled. It is said that the handwriting of Bengali people changed substantially in the post-Tagore era in line with his style!


      Rabindra Sangeet (literally, Tagore’s Music) is a large body of music, which has remained popular over the years and is now getting adapted in various forms and by diverse kinds of singers.


      During his life, Tagore met and collaborated with several giants of the modern world, like Albert Einstein, George Bernard Shaw, William Butler Yeats and H.G. Wells. Each one of them was greatly impressed by him. He was also the one who coined the term ‘Mahatma’ for Gandhi.


      Were Tagore’s works ever adapted into films?


      Tagore’s works are probably the most popular sources of films: several of his novels have been adapted for the screen. Countless songs by him have also been included in the soundtrack of films in different languages.


      Kabuliwala has been made in Bengali and Hindi—starring Chhabi Biswas and Balraj Sahni, respectively, in the title roles of the two versions.


      Do Bigha Zameen, a Hindi film made in 1953, takes its name from a poem in this collection, but the only similarity between the two is a zamindar’s desire to take over a poor peasant’s land.


      Satyajit Ray made several films based on Tagore’s novels and short stories, which include Teen Kanya (three short films based on Tagore’s short stories, with women as central characters), Charulata (considered to be his finest film) and Ghare Baire, Tagore’s famous novel.


      In 1961—Tagore’s centenary year—Ray also directed a documentary on Rabindranath Tagore, in which he gave the voice-over himself.


      In recent times, the film Chokher Bali, starring Aishwarya Rai, was based on a Tagore novel by the same name. The film was made in Bengali and then dubbed in Hindi for a national audience.


      

    

  

  
    
      The India Pages


      The Tagore Family


      While Rabindranath was an icon himself, his family was also illustrious, with various members being pioneers and very successful in their respective fields. Apart from being exceptionally talented, they were progressive in their mindset and actively supported education and women’s emancipation:


      
        
          	Debendranath Tagore—Father. Founder of the Brahmo Samaj, which became an inspiration for the Bengal Renaissance.


          	Dwijendranath Tagore—Eldest brother. Was a great scholar, poet and composer.


          	Satyendranath Tagore—Elder brother. First Indian to join the Indian Civil Service.


          	Jyotirindranath Tagore—Elder brother. Musician, composer, playwright.


          	Abanindranath Tagore—Rabindranath’s nephew. Major artist of the Bengal school as well as noted writer.

        

      


      Noted film actress, Sharmila Tagore, is also from the same extended family.


      The National Anthem


      The Indian national anthem Jana Gana Mana was written and composed by Rabindranath Tagore. It was written in highly Sanskritized Bengali and was first sung at the Calcutta session of the Indian National Congress in 1911. It was later adopted as the national anthem of the country in the year 1950. Bangladesh also chose one of Tagore’s songs Amar Sonar Bangla (literally, ‘My Golden Bengal’) as its national anthem.


      

    

  

  
    
      Things To Think About


      I Wish...


      A recurring theme of Tagore’s works for children is the various wishes and fantasies that a child has. In this collection, the poem ‘Hero’ has a child wishing that he fought off a band of robbers to save his mother.


      There have been several instances of famous books and stories written about children imagining or dreaming about things.


      One of the most famous of such stories is Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (written by Lewis Carroll), where a little girl called Alice sits bored on a riverbank and is suddenly taken aback at the sight of a rabbit wearing a coat and glasses. She follows him down the rabbit hole and a series of adventures happen.


      How many other books and movies can you think of where there are people doing strange things in their dreams?


      The Man from Kabul


      In the story ‘Kabuliwala’, Tagore recounts the story of a little girl’s changing relationship with a man from a distant country.


      Interestingly, lots of people from Kabul travelled to Kolkata—then, the capital of India—in search of livelihood. In their distinctive clothes and large frames, the Kabuliwalas were a familiar sight in post-Independence Kolkata.


      They sold dry fruits (cashew, walnut, etc.) and asafoetida (hing) in households. They also carried on a business of money-lending to locals.


      The word Kabuliwala is probably wrong! The adjective to describe a person from Kabul could either be Kabuli or Kabul-wala. But a mixture of the two has happily been accepted in our everyday lingo.


      Several books and movies have been made on how foreigners have come into a particular country and built up a great relationship.


      
        
          	The English movie The King and I describes the adventures of an English governess in Thailand (then called Siam) who arrives to teach English to the children of the royal household. The film is a musical, with many popular songs.


          	Another very popular movie Lawrence of Arabia describes the real-life adventures of T.E. Lawrence, a British Army officer who assisted Arab tribes in their war against the Ottoman Empire. Directed by the legendary director, David Lean, this film has some breathtaking action sequences in the deserts.

        

      


      Can you think of some Indian books or films where a foreigner has an important role in assisting Indians?


      Fun with Teachers


      In the story ‘A Feast for Rats’, a gang of naughty boys harass a docile man in their train compartment, who turns out to be their teacher.


      School children have always been harassing teachers with impossible questions and silly pranks.


      The classic English movie The Sound of Music is about the notorious exploits of seven mischievous kids of the Von Trapp family with their governess Maria, and how they later befriend her. It has some of the most famous songs of all time (like Do Re Mi, Sixteen Going on Seventeen, My Favourite Things, and so on).


      Do you have any stories from your school like that? Do you remember yourself or anybody you know playing a really funny prank on a teacher? How did the teacher take it? Was she angry? Or did she take it in her stride?


      Educational Model


      Tagore envisioned an educational system that was non-authoritarian and humane, and facilitated an overall development of the personality. He was against the idea of small children being burdened with books.


      Tagore has made fun of bookish learning and so-called scholars in several stories and poems. In fact, some of the works in this collection have ridiculed the ‘professorial’ habit of making simple things difficult. Can you point out which ones?


      Nature and Humanism


      Many of Tagore’s works highlight his love for nature and concern for the environment. The story ‘Bolai’ is about a boy who is very close to nature and extremely protective about the tree he has planted.


      Can you name another poem in this volume that depicts Tagore’s love for nature?


      His humanism was another such trait that comes across through his works. He advocated a liberal, tolerant approach towards all human beings, including those who are underprivileged or outsiders.


      Two of his works in this anthology highlight this. Can you name them?


      Starting Young


      Rabindranath Tagore wrote his first poem—a couplet—when he was not even seven years old. By the time he was sixteen, he had already published his first substantial body of work under the pseudonym Bhanu Singha. He also wrote his first short story when he was sixteen, and a full-length dramatic play by the time he was twenty.


      There are several examples of prodigies in different fields, who have shown signs of genius at an early age.


      
        
          	Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart—a noted Western classical music composer—also started composing from the age of five! He was playing the piano ever since he was three years old.


          	Sachin Tendulkar—one of the greatest batsmen of all times—was the youngest Indian to play Test cricket (at sixteen years and 205 days). Playing competitive cricket since he was less than ten years old, Tendulkar is one of the youngest players in the world to have played first-class cricket, scored centuries and reached various milestones.

        

      


      How many prodigies can you think of who have done something amazing at a very early age? Have you read about them or seen them on TV? Do you know someone personally? Are you one?


      You can read more about Tagore’s early life in his autobiographical work Boyhood Days, available in an exciting Puffin Classics edition.


      

    

  

  
    
      Glossary


      alaka: celestial palace of Kuvera, god of wealth, in the capital of Indra, king of gods


      andarmahal/antahpur: the inner apartments of a house, where women are secluded


      bakul: fragrant white flower of a large evergreen tree


      bankh: a yoke slung over the shoulder to carry loads suspended from both ends


      Benebou: a small clay puppet


      bheri: kettledrum


      bhishti: water carrier


      bigha: a measure of land, approximately 6400 sq. cubits or 1/3 acre


      cheli: silk sari used as wedding attire


      chhatu: ground barley or maize


      choga: a long, loose outer garment


      chorchori: a spiced vegetable preparation


      damama: ancient war trumpet


      Destroyer: Rudra, the god of destruction in Hindu mythology, one of the divine trinity


      dhak: a large drum, a tympan


      dhol: a long, narrow drum


      gamchha: a handwoven towel


      ghasiara: one who supplies grass for cattle


      guli-danda: a game in which a spindle shaped piece of wood is knocked into the air with a stick


      handi: earthen cooking pot


      jagajhampa: ancient war-drum


      janta: nut-cracker


      jataiburi: a terrifying old woman with magic powers


      kaba: a very long, loose shirt


      kada: a large, tumbler shaped war drum, usually correlated with a nakada


      kadamba: a type of flower


      kalmegh: medicinal plant used in the preparation of liver tonic kanshi: a bell-metal gong


      kantha: coverlet made of patched and embroidered cotton cloth karabi: oleander


      kash: a tall reed with downy white flowers


      khoichur: globular sweetmeat made of toasted paddy boiled in sugar malt


      khol: cymbals


      khur: sharp instrument used for shaving


      kobiraj: physician who follows the ancient Ayurvedic system of medicine


      kodma: a type of sweet


      koromcha: a sour fruit, crimson in colour


      madhavi: myrtle


      maund: a measure of weight; 40 seers, or about 82 lb


      mridanga: tabor


      nahabat: platform or chamber where the shehnai orchestra plays


      nakada: war drum, a smaller kada


      nolok: nose ring with a pendant


      paik: footman


      Pavandev’s son: The monkey god Hanuman, who created havoc by setting Sri Lanka on fire, in a famous episode in the Ramayana


      pishemoshai: term of address for father’s sister’s husband


      saat bhai champa: popular folk tale about seven brothers, magnolia flowers, and their only sister, Parul or trumpet flower


      seven kings’ treasure: reference to the fabled wealth of seven kings in Bengali folklore


      shishu wood: wood from the tree dalbergia sissoo


      tiki: tuft of uncut hair kept on the head by Hindus


      topshe: a variety of small fish, sometimes called the mango fish


      turi: bugle-horn


      veena: a string instrument


      yaksha: spirit who guards the treasure of Kuvera, the god of wealth, in the netherworld

    

  

  
    
      

      Read More in Puffin Classics


      Malgudi Schooldays


      R.K. Narayan


      Introduction by Shashi Deshpande


      ‘It was Monday morning. Swaminathan was reluctant to open his eyes... He shuddered at the very thought of school...’


      R.K. Narayan’s classic stories about the adventures of a boy named Swami and his friends Rajam and Mani, in a sleepy and picturesque South Indian town called Malgudi, have regaled both young and old for years. Swami’s days are full of action. When he is not creating a ruckus in the classroom or preparing, in his inimitable way, for exams, he’s dreaming about running down the streets of Malgudi with the coachman’s son’s hoop; playing tricks on his grandmother; or stoning the school windows, inspired by a swadeshi demonstration. But the greatest feat of Swami and his friends lies in putting together a cricket team for the MCC (the Malgudi Cricket Club) and challenging the neighbouring Young Men’s Union to a match. Just before the match, however, things go horribly, horribly wrong, and Swami has no option but to run away from home, wanting never to return to Malgudi again...


      Malgudi Schooldays is a slightly abridged version of Narayan’s celebrated novel Swami and Friends, and includes two stories featuring Swami from Malgudi Days and Under the Banyan Tree. A delightfully funny account of the life of a harum-scarum schoolboy by one of the greatest English language writers of our time, Malgudi Schooldays enchants and captivates


      

    

  

  
    
      Read More in Puffin Classics


      The Adventures of Mowgli


      Rudyard Kipling


      Introduction by Ruskin Bond


      The incredible story of wolf-boy Mowgli, now in one volume.


      Rudyard Kipling’s eternal classics, The Jungle Book and The Second Jungle Book are most loved for the stories of Mowgli, the boy who grew up in a wolf pack. This book brings together all the stories of Mowgli. It begins with Father Wolf rescuing an abandoned baby boy from the tiger Shere Khan, terror of the jungle. The child grows up among the animals, befriending Bagheera the Panther, Balu the Bear, and making mortal enemies with Shere Khan the Tiger. He is kidnapped by monkeys, exiled by the wolf pack, disowned by humans, till he finally vanquishes Shere Khan and returns to the forest. But the call of his own kind grows stronger, and he eventually finds his own, tenuous place among men and animals.


      Kipling’s creations from the two Jungle Books—human and animal—have remained alive in literature and celluloid for nearly a century. They have mesmerized, entertained and educated generations of children. In this special Puffin Classics edition, Mowgli comes alive once more, accompanied by illustrations rendered by Gond artist Durga Bai, and an affectionate, heartwarming introduction by that other favourite children’s writer, Ruskin Bond.


      

    

  

  
    
      Read More in Puffin Classics


      Chandrakanta


      Devakinanadan Khatri


      Translated from the Hindi and retold by Deepa Agarwal


      Introduction by Prasoon Joshi


      Chandrakanta’s eyes grew wide when she discovered a huge stone crane right in the middle of the ruins. The moment she drew closer, the bird opened its mouth. Alarmed, Chandrakanta moved away, and accidentally stepped on a stone slab. Immediately, the crane swung around, opened its beak and swallowed Chandrakanta!


      The dashing Prince Virendra of Naugarh is madly in love with the breathtakingly beautiful Princess Chandrakanta of Vijaygarh. But there are obstacles galore in the paths of the lovers. There are evil ministers with sinister magicians at their beck and call, enemy kings only too happy to go into battle, masters of disguise who can fool the cleverest of spies, and magic all around. Then Chandrakanta gets trapped in a fantastic maze, from which only Virendra can rescue her. But will he be able to decipher the clues, follow the trail correctly and get to her before it is too late? And will their friends, Tej Singh, Chapla and the others, help them adequately with their deep knowledge of the art of divination and disguise?


      A rollicking story of fantasy and adventure, Chandrakanta has been read and loved since 1888, when the book was published serially in short chapters. The first mystery novel in Hindi, and the biggest popular bestseller of its age, Chandrakanta was a trailblazer. This modern translation and retelling of a gem from Indian literature is sure to mesmerize a new generation of readers.


      

    

  

  
    
      Read More in Puffin Classics


      One Dozen Stories


      Satyajit Ray


      Translated from the Bengali by Gopa Majumdar and the author


      Introduction by Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni


      Twelve timeless stories by a master storyteller.


      The creator of immortal films, Satyajit Ray was also a writer of great repute. In this collection are some of his most extraordinary and gripping stories that will take readers to realms of adventure, fantasy and horror. While ‘Bonku Babu’s Friend’ deals with a mofussil schoolteacher’s encounter with a friendly and somewhat awkward alien, ‘Anath Babu’s Terror’ is the tale of a ghost hunter’s foray into a haunted house. Meet Bipin Chowdhury, who seems to be suffering from a most disagreeable bout of amnesia, and read the amazing story of a carnivorous plant with a monstrous appetite in ‘The Hungry Septopus’. This collection also includes two stories featuring everyone’s favourite detective, Feluda.


      Published originally in Bengali as Ek Dojon Goppo, this collection—the first in a series of short stories written by the best-loved writer of mystery and suspense—is funny, sinister and intriguing by turns and truly a must-have.
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