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Summaries 

My Love Story by Surbhi Thukral is a 

short story about a Muslim girl, Aaliyah who 

falls in love with a Hindu boy, Kunal. 

However, when Aaliyah’s family comes to 

know about her relationship with a Hindu 

boy they are enraged. As a consequence, her 

life is enmeshed in a nightmare. Aaliyah’s 

mother understands her daughter’s 

quandary but is powerless in front of her 

obstinate husband who refuses to marry her 

with someone from outside their faith. 

Aaliyah is later forced to marry a Muslim boy 

of her father’s choice: Aamir. After a few 

months of her marriage, Aamir’s nobleness 

begins to fill Aaliyah with an unintentional 

culpability. But, before she is able to 

reconcile herself to her fate, the newly 

wedded couple meets with a terrible car 

accident.  

Towards the end of the story, Aaliyah opens 

her eyes in a hospital. When she enquires 

about Aamir, the melancholy evident on her 

parent’s faces narrates a terrible story. 

Later, it is revealed that Kunal has saved 

Aaliyah’s life by donating blood. It is then 

Aaliyah confronts her father by asking: how 

would he ever be able to separate Kunal’s 

blood from hers. The story ends at a 

question put forward by Aaliyah for her 

father: What will he do now? 

My Sperm Donor by Padmaja 

Menon is a short story of a twist of fate that 

brings two lovers together with a baby to 

boot. Based in Chennai and Sydney, it brings 

together two cultures. Mention of a rare 

disease is also an eye opener. 

The Jungle Crow’s Song by 

Samantha Sirimanne Hyde Piyal is new to 

fatherhood. After he lost his job at a 

munitions factory, he spends most of his 

time at home looking after his infant son. 

Then he discovers that he is not the 

biological father. The demons he grapples 

with include confronting this truth, his 

dubious sexuality and depression. This is a 

story from post-war Sri Lanka… 

‘What You Don’t Know’ by Elka Ray 

is the story of a middle-aged Canadian 

woman named Meredith travels to Sumatra, 

Indonesia in search of information about her 

son, who went missing while backpacking 

there six years before. Each October, 

Meredith revisits Lake Maninjau, the last 

place that her son was seen. During the 

course of her journey Meredith is forced to 

reflect on her son’s possible homosexuality, 

and how her inability to accept his death has 

contributed to her failed marriage. When 

Meredith meets some other young Western 

backpackers, her rage and despair reach a 

head. This will be her last trip to Indonesia. 

‘Starless Day’ by Barnali Saha 

features a protagonist, an artist by 

profession, who is gradually engulfed by the 

art that inspired him. 

In ‘It Happened Last Christmas’ by 

Surendra Mohanty, a fifty-year old man (a 

bachelor) meets a young woman at a 

Christmas party in New Delhi. The woman 

takes an interest in the man and he feels 

elated about it. Over a few drinks, the man 

reminisces in his own mind all the affairs he 

has had in the past, while this young woman 

chides him time and again. The man is 

perplexed about the woman’s intention. In 

the end the man gets a shocking surprise 

when he realises that she is the daughter of 

his first love, whom he could not marry, and 

who is dead now. 

In ‘Mango Moods’, Reeta Mani 

introduces us to Chitra- As Chitra savoured 

the tangy mango chunks, she pondered how 

similar her life was to the slivers of raw 
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mango dunked into pounded red chili 

powder. Astonishingly sour and scorching 

hot-yet delightfully delicious! Chitra had 

remained childless for so many years that 

her mother-in-law Narayani Amma had 

almost lost hopes of ever  seeing a 

grandson. But now it was time for Chitra to 

rejoice and for Narayani Amma  to end all 

her all cruel barbs. Her grandson, the heir to 

their high caste family would be soon born. 

Shuchi Singh Kalra in ‘Maya’ talks 

about Renu who is the quintessential 

frustrated housewife trapped in a loveless 

marriage. She unflinchingly performs her 

duties towards her caustic father-in-law and 

looks after her two children, while her 

husband lives and works in another city. 

Maya, on the other hand, is a successful 

author and is notorious for her erotic writing 

which doesn’t go down well with the 

conservatives. But what does Maya have to 

do with Renu, or vice versa? Will these two 

women who lead starkly different lives ever 

meet? How are their lives connected? 

‘The Inner Light’ by Murli Melwani is 

a study of a man who has the gift of 

prescience. The gift helps the rural 

community he lives in so long as he allows 

the gift to express itself spontaneously. 

Once he decides to “own” it, tragedy 

follows. 

  In ‘Help’ by Rahul Sharma, Saket 

undertakes a journey from Delhi to 

Dehradun, contrastingly opposite to what 

mankind’s direction has been. How does he 

feel when all he does is walk, and what 

happens to him it the story called Help. 

Where They Don’t Talk About Love 

by Devi Asmarani tells about an attempted 

assault.  But she is not sure.  Was she 

overreacting? A "language thing" or a 

situation that got of control? A woman 

escaped a dicey situation only to find herself 

questioning the validity of her reaction. 

Jane Borges in ‘The Night That Was 

Their Last’ weaves an interesting tale of two 

teenage lovers who part ways, meet again 

after forty years as they are brought 

together under very unusual circumstances. 

The death of one brings the other back, only 

to revisit a past that is tormented by 

deception and a lie that has been hidden for 

far too long. The encounter with a six-

month-old baby boy helps reveal a story that 

until then had never been told. 

‘The Message’ by Nishath Nizar is 

the story of a guy who has fallen in love with 

a girl. And he sends her a message the 

previous night. But what the message is or 

what reply he gets is left to the reader’s 

imagination. 

‘Life and Times of a Rooftop’ by Dr. 

Ketaki Dutta is an analogy of a rooftop 

which sees different participants over a 

period of time. 

‘Not my league’ by Anupam Dey is a 

story about how we get besotted and 

limited by our own perception of ourselves. 

Victor, the protagonist, has been a perennial 

under-achiever, never staking a claim even 

when the opportunity barges in through the 

door. Cocooned in his own understanding of 

his limitations, Victor crushes the soaring 

aspirations of his heart with the warped 

pragmatism of his head. He is 

unapologetically happy about it too. The 

story unfolds to reveal that Victor is not 

alone. Amitte Diem! 

‘In Sacrifice’ by Satish Pendharkar, A 

father is struck by pangs of guilt as he 

journeys by train with his daughter to his 

office for the last time to collect his 

retirement dues. He realizes that as a result 

of him being incapacitated and thus 



Maya, Judgement Night and other stories -New Asian Writing’s 3rd anthology of short stories 

www.new-asian-writing.com                                                                                                         7 | P a g e  

dependent on his daughter he has snatched 

away from her all the pleasures that life can 

afford. Will her sacrifice be rewarded? 

‘Oil of the Earth’ by Sheila Samanta 

Mathai is an interesting take with Kerosene 

oil, which is known locally as mitti ka tel or 

‘oil of the earth’ and is a precious 

commodity used for cooking in the slums of 

India. This is the poignant story of a young 

woman and her child and their tragic tryst 

with this product of the earth. 

‘Judgement Night’ by Gaurav Dikshit 

is a horrific and tragic tale with a twist. The 

story begins with the mysterious death of an 

old Islamic theology teacher in his house. 

Events unfold with another death taking 

place, the teacher’s wife and son going 

missing, the teacher’s daughter resisting her 

lover’s urging to abort his child, and the 

daughter’s lover getting arrested for the 

two deaths that have occurred. In the end, a 

horrible solution to the mystery is 

discovered and the murderer escapes after 

confiding why he did what he did. The story 

delves into the sense of angst and despair 

against god, against religion, of a family that 

had since generations been upholding the 

name of god. 

Meha Pande in ‘Once In A By Lane’, 

tells the story of two lovers Ramla and Onir, 

Ph.D. scholars who on a Sunday afternoon 

go out shopping for books. What seems like 

any other day in store, any page out of their 

life together as lovers and scholars is soon 

usurped by the mysteries by-lanes of 

Chandani Bazaar. Once in A By-Lane is a 

story of deciphering and decoding, of facing 

the deeply embedded forgotten possibilities 

and tendencies of life, those that weave an 

unknown magic beneath ordinary 'real' lives. 

‘Maximum’ by Puspita Das Barbara 

is a look at a relationship developed 

between a child and a pup. The protagonist 

of the story is a small child considered less 

than her siblings and the story is about how 

she finds full acceptance sans any 

judgement of her looks or intellect in a tiny 

pup that is also the weakest of the lot. It is a 

simple story of emotions and bonding. 

Shobhana Kumar in ‘Silver Lining’ 

deals with infidelity. Lalitha and Bala seem 

the perfect couple—they have a great social 

circle, are successful and have two beautiful 

daughters to show for their marriage. They 

are at the threshold of a major milestone. 

Everyone is celebrating and Lalitha is 

overcome with emotion. Quite naturally so. 

Or is it? This story explores the many 

unspoken secrets in a relationship. It asks 

questions more than it leaves answers, for in 

reality, there really aren’t solutions waiting 

for the many dilemmas and pain life throws 

up. 

‘Betrothed’ by Juanita Kakoti 

captures an evening party in one of New 

Delhi's posh locations where people from 

different locations and backgrounds get 

together. 

Martine Olthof in ‘The Tsunami 

Tragedy’ talks about the tsunami. Based on 

interviews with a survivor. 

‘In Silent Night’, Vandana Kumari 

Jena weaves a tale around a bureaucrat and 

her driver who is into the habit of siphoning 

of fuel from the official car. The boss at first 

is angry and makes up her mind to suspend 

him but events that follow force her to 

revisit her decision. 

‘The Perpetual Traveller’ by Yoshay 

Lama Lindblom is about a train journey is 

made at the onset of monsoons in the 

blistering heat of Bengal. Once the train 

stops at one of the stations and resumes its 

journey, things are not the same.  First of all, 
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no one boards the train and the rest of the 

passengers who sat on the train have 

alighted the train for some uncanny reason 

leaving the train entirely empty. One bizarre 

occurrence leads to another and through 

the course of the journey; through 

disquieting and baffling experiences the 

narrator realises that things are not always 

as it seems. What you see is not always what 

you get. 

‘Rats and Cats’ by Timothy 

Nakayama from Malaysia tells the story of 

Aidan Wong, a man who has one very big, 

very serious problem: he has no charisma 

whatsoever. Struggling to get by in the fast-

paced world that is Kuala Lumpur, Aidan 

wishes he could just end his life and 

disappear forever. He ends up getting his 

wish, with a little help from the most 

unlikely friends. 

 In ‘Turbulence and Contentment’ by T-net 

Quiring, petrified and turbulent, sixty-year 

old Consuelo boards her first international 

plane ride from Manila to Toronto for a very 

special purpose – her only daughter’s 

wedding. But unlike most mothers’ joy in the 

anticipation of the occasion, Consuelo had 

sulked, cried, and lied because after all, it 

wasn’t like anyone’s next door neighbour’s 

wedding. In Canada, where it is legal, her 

daughter Florentina was marrying another 

woman. And having been witness to spiteful 

experiences of people like her daughter in a 

rather cruel culture she is born in, Consuelo 

is hurt. Truly she had wept a bucket over her 

daughter’s letter. And being in Canada for a 

couple of weeks, she had an opportunity to 

bond with Florentina and her fiancée, of 

which she thought she had done pretty well 

about acceptance until the night before the 

wedding. The zealous demeanour she had 

been exuding since she had landed melted 

away just seeing two wedding dresses, one 

of which she had sewn herself. In the end, 

she finds her way to genuine acceptance 

where she boards the plane back to Manila, 

contented – with her daughter very far 

away, and happy. 
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‘MY LOVE STORY’ BY SURBHI 

THUKRAL 
A frisson of fear shot through me as the 

footsteps continued to draw nearer. I 

prayed a silent prayer. 

The door suddenly swung open and two tall 

figures stormed into the room. 

“It will be better if you forget him,” Aadil 

screamed and then lowered his voice. “I am 

your elder brother. I know what is right for 

your future.” 

Tears began to roll down my cheeks. 

“Why don’t you understand?” Aahil shouted. 

Aadil and Aahil, my elder brothers, cared for 

me a lot. However, since the day they had 

learned about my relationship with Kunal, 

their behaviour towards me had taken an 

appalling turn. 

I heard a voice from behind the half open 

door. “She will marry someone from within 

our faith. Do you understand?” My mother 

was being reprimanded by my father. 

My father’s fiery temper wasn’t hidden from 

those who knew him. His commandments 

were to be obeyed by all in the family. On 

the other hand, my mother was a submissive 

personality. Or, may be, she had been forced 

into becoming one after her marriage. She 

was the only one who understood my 

quandary but dared not to speak a word in 

my support. She was well aware of the fact 

that the repercussion could be cataclysmic. 

My brothers shook their heads in frustration 

and left the room. After a few hours, the 

house was in the clutches of a terrifying 

stillness. My heart began to flash the 

memories of my love story. 

 

I vividly remember the day when Kunal and I 

had met. It was at Ishita’s, my college 

friend’s birthday; a soiree was organized at 

her apartment. At the party, my eyes had 

spotted him—a charming man: tall, athletic, 

perfectly chiseled face, stylish spike hair—

standing to my left, surrounded by friends. 

He was dressed casually in a white shirt and 

tan chinos. After a few minutes, he went to 

the side of the apartment and I lost sight of 

him. 

 

Many hours later, the crowd had thinned 

considerably at Ishita’s apartment. 

Reluctantly, I looked at my watch. It was 

getting late. Hence, I decided to leave for 

home. As I turned around, Ishita was 

standing behind me with Kunal. 

“Aaliyah, this is my cousin, Kunal,” she 

smiled. 

“Hi,” he said, “I—” 

“He finds you very beautiful,” Ishita 

interrupted. 

I bit my lower lip. “Thank you.” 

Ishita looked at me and winked before she 

walked away. 

“I have been more often than not 

embarrassed by my cousin’s bluntness,” 

Kunal said, “but, today, I am not,” he smiled. 

“You are really beautiful.” 

A range of emotions rose in my heart. 

“Thank You,” I replied. 

He took a sip from a red plastic cup and 

started talking to me about his family and 

friends. And when the party was over, he 

asked for my phone number. I took out a 

piece of paper from my clutch bag, scribbled 

my number on it and handed it to him. He 
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tore a piece from it, scribbled his number on 

it and handed it to me. 

 

A few weeks had passed after Ishita’s 

birthday, Kunal hadn’t called even once. 

Then, one day, I was in a market near my 

house to buy groceries and I spotted him. He 

looked handsome in denims and grey striped 

t-shirt. But I was snapped out of his charm 

before my callow heart could commit a folly 

the moment I recalled that he had not called 

me at all. As I was about to walk away, he 

spotted me and started to walk hurriedly 

towards me. 

“Hi, Aaliyah,” he said happily, “I am so glad 

to see you here.” 

“Hi, yeah…me, too,” I spoke with deliberate 

dispassion. 

“I lost the paper,” he said sheepishly. 

“What paper?” 

“The one on which you wrote your phone 

number. I wanted to call Ishita to ask for 

your number, but thought that you would 

definitely call me.” He paused for a moment. 

“Why did you not call?” he asked 

desperately. 

 

A tinge of remorse glistened in my eyes. “I—

I am sorry. I—I thought that you were not 

interested in speaking with me.” 

His face contorted into sadness. “Never say 

that again.” 

After that day, we started to talk to each 

other almost every day. It wasn’t long 

before we began to meet regularly at the 

coffee joint that was in the vicinity of my 

college. We used to sit there for hours 

chatting and laughing while a faint music 

from an old tape-recorder resonated in the 

air. In a short period of time, fondness 

began to bloom in our hearts towards each 

other. 

Then, one day, when I was talking with him 

over the phone, I mentioned in passing that 

my college exams scheduled after a month. 

He suggested that we should meet after 

they were over. I agreed to it half-heartedly. 

 

After a month, when my exams got over, I 

remembered how impatient I was to meet 

him. As I reached the coffee joint where we 

always met, my eyes witnessed such a sight 

that snuffed out the happiness in them. 

Kunal looked so depressed. 

“Are you feeling alright?” I asked worriedly. 

Tears filled up his eyes. 

“Aaliyah, I—I missed you a lot.” He cleared 

his throat and then looked me in my eyes. “I 

love you,” he said quietly. 

I looked deep into his brown eyes. I was 

unable to deny that I felt the same towards 

him. That I’d missed him, too. Tears filled up 

my eyes as I told him that I loved him, too. 

That was the day that marked the start of 

my love story. But, what was to come next 

was what my puerile heart could have never 

anticipated. 

 

A few months had passed, it was Sunday 

and we were in the same coffee shop where 

we always met. Suddenly, a hirsute hand 

patted my shoulders. When, I turned 

around, I saw my brothers with a covey of 

their sycophants. I was hauled away to my 

house that soon turned into a prison for me. 
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My eyes opened in terror and tears began to 

fall like a cascade. The hurtful memories 

were like a poltergeist, desperate to snuff 

out the life in me. 

The next day, my father entered my room. 

“We have chosen a boy for you.” His tone 

was filled with anger. “You will be meeting 

him in the evening.” 

The moment he left the room, a meek figure 

in the form of my mother entered and 

looked at me pitifully. 

My mother had become scrawny, and she 

looked dispirited. Her submissive eyes 

looked like an ocean of worry. My heart 

cried seeing her in such plight. 

“I-I am sorry…I cannot help you even if I 

wanted to.” She began to sob helplessly. 

A sense of guilt made me flinch. My father 

hadn’t spared any opportunity to blame her 

for my actions, I thought. It wasn’t difficult 

to imagine her life even if it was me who was 

imprisoned in this room. Unable to hold back 

my tears, I embraced her tightly. 

After a few hours, a few maidservants 

entered my room to dress me up for the 

impending rendezvous. And, when the boy 

arrived, my mother escorted me downstairs 

into the living room. 

“This is our daughter, Aaliyah,” said my 

mother in a soft tone as we stopped a few 

steps away from the black chaise longue 

where a young man dressed in a white shirt 

and black pants sat with his parents. 

They looked at me and smiled. My mother 

signalled me to sit on the sofa next to the 

chaise longue where they sat. 

My father got involved in a tête-à-tête with 

the boy’s father. My mother got herself 

occupied in serving tea and snacks to the 

guests. The boy, after many unsuccessful 

endeavours to start a conversation with me, 

engaged himself helplessly in the 

conversation between my father and his. As 

for me, I sat there, silently, staring at the 

black and white chequered marble floor. 

When they left, I rushed upstairs to my 

bedroom. My father followed me. “Aamir 

liked you,” he said as he entered the room. 

Suddenly, his eyes narrowed. “I want you to 

make sure that you do nothing that would 

demean us.” 

The next day, I was informed that the 

wedding date was fixed after two weeks. 

My father and brothers looked very happy as 

everything was happening as per their 

druthers. However, I smouldered with an 

unbearable pain. 

Finally, the wedding day arrived. I was 

dressed in a red bridal wear. Despite being 

adorned with expensive jewels, my despair 

refused to fade. Sitting before the mirror, I 

closed my eyes and prayed to the higher 

power for succour. 

*** 

It had been a few months we’ve been 

married. Aamir never complained about my 

apathetic behaviour towards him. However, 

sooner than later his nobility began to fill me 

with an unintended culpability. 

Then, one day, Aamir and I were supposed 

to go to his aunt’s place for supper. I was 

getting ready when my mother-in-law 

entered my room. 

“Aamir had bought this sari for you,” she 

smiled and gave the sari to me. 

It was a beautiful pink silk sari with a golden 

edging. Surprisingly, a smile made its way 

towards my grief-stricken lips. 
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After an hour, when Aamir entered the 

room, a glitter sparkled in his eyes. “You 

look beautiful in pink.” 

I looked up and it was the first time our eyes 

met. It was the first time I looked at him 

properly. He was an average looking man 

with an athletic build. His hair was parted 

neatly on one side. His eyes looked…warm 

and loving. 

“Did you hear what I said?” he asked 

politely. 

“I—I did hear what you said. Thank you,” I 

replied hesitatingly. 

He smiled and then pointed to his watch. 

“We should leave now,” he said. 

I nodded and walked out of the room with 

him. 

In a few minutes, we were en route to 

Aamir’s Aunt’s house. The next moment, a 

flash of light blinded my sight. I heard 

someone scream my name repeatedly. 

Sodden in sweat, I opened my eyes in a 

place that was frosty. Around me people 

were in blue surgical masks; blood ridden 

cotton wools and unfamiliar equipments in 

their hands were staring at me. I was 

overcome by a desire to run as far as I could 

but an excruciating pain had paralysed me. 

“We need blood to save her,” said one of 

the men in blue mask. 

“We need a donor immediately,” said 

another one. 

It wasn’t long before I drifted into a state of 

unconsciousness. 

I felt a familiar touch on my forehead. As I 

opened my eyes, everything looked blurred. 

When my vision cleared, I saw a fragile lady 

and a stoic man standing next to the 

hospital gurney. 

“Where is Aamir?” I managed to ask, 

leveraging the strength left in my body. 

A cascade of tears appeared on my mother’s 

wrinkled face. My frenzied eyes looked at 

my father. He burst into tears. 

“I wanted to see if you are fine,” he said. 

My eyes couldn’t believe it was him. An 

uncontrollable fury stormed out the pain 

that was buried inside me. 

“Dad, are you happy?” 

My father looked at me in disbelief. 

“This has happened because of you. Aamir 

suffered pain because of you. He deserved a 

loving companion….” I was unable to hold 

back my tears. 

My mother, a witness to my doomed fate, 

finally spoke. “Kunal saved her life. If you 

had not been so mulish—” 

A hand lifted in the air made her recoil. 

However, today, there was no one who 

could have stopped me. 

“How will you ever be able to separate 

Kunal’s blood from mine?” My teary eyes 

smiled. “What will you do now, dad?” 

*** 
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‘MY SPERM DONOR’ BY 

PADMAJA MENON 
 

Aparna  looked at her Mother exasperatedly. 

“ Amma, please be reasonable , I don’t want 

to get married again, I am happy on my own 

and I am going to adopt a child. In Sydney, 

no one bothers about how you live or who 

or how many sire your baby or if you have a 

live in relationship. I am fine there, I like 

being away from prying Indian eyes.” 

Saraswati Amma wiped her eyes. She had to 

admit that her daughter was right. She was 

tired of all those questions of why her 

daughter stayed alone in Sydney, why didn’t 

she get married again, how had her husband 

died so soon after marriage , hadn’t they 

matched horoscopes, in fact some even 

wondered if he had really  died as everything 

had happened in Sydney! These Indians, 

specially the Indian Brahmin.. ever nosey and 

ever doubtful. She sighed again, in fact in 

her heart of hearts she was happy Aparna 

was away from the past..the past… 

Immediately after the wedding, the bride 

and groom had left for Melbourne where 

Arjun had a job. Within weeks Aparna had 

also got a job and they had settled down. 

But Arjun had become a victim of the so 

called but not believed racism and 

succumbed to injuries. A shocked Aparna 

had returned to India but returned 

immediately in spite of protests from 

everyone. She would have lost her job 

otherwise and she did not want that to 

happen.. She was glad she had done that 

because it kept her busy and calm. Her’s had 

been an arranged marriage,she couldn’t say 

that she had loved her husband, not that 

there had been anything wrong with him, He 

was as was normal among Kalpathy 

Brahmins an  IT and  MBA, very well placed 

and a great catch. Aparna had agreed as she 

had not been in love with anyone at that 

time (was that true, hadn’t she felt 

something for one of her seniors, Karthik 

Surya? sigh..) and wasn’t too ambitious 

either so Arjun was “it”. But soon she had 

realised that kuch kuch bhi hota nahi tha. 

Both of them were not passionately in love 

and would not be. It was at that time she 

had realised that Arjun loved another girl 

and he had married Aparna because of 

family compulsions. And very soon the 

accident at the station.. And Aparna had got 

a better job offer in Sydney.This had been 

two years ago. 

Two years later. 

Saraswati Amma shushed her grandson 

Ayaan as he whooped excitedly in the park. 

He was a good-looking boy and Saraswati 

Amma wished for the umpteenth time that 

he had been a natural baby and not 

adopted. 

She wished she could take him to India but 

the onslaught of questions was too much to 

face. But she was proud of her daughter 
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Aparna. How well she had taken to 

motherhood, and her life. 

Six months later. 

Aparna was a worried woman. Her son was 

suffering from some strange ailment and the 

Doctors wanted his family history. She could 

give hers but not his father’s. What she 

hadn’t told her Amma was that she had not 

adopted Ayaan. She had been artificially 

inseminated using donor sperm. She had 

gone ahead and done it and the baby had 

been born the natural way. She hadn’t told 

anyone this in India but all her friends in 

Sydney knew. Of course she had all his 

details; some strange fetish had made her 

use an Indian male’s sperm. It had been 

healthy sperm. She had made sure that the 

donor’s semen was screened and tested as 

safe for various infections such as HIV, 

Hepatitis and other Venereal Diseases.  Of 

course usually only safe donors are used. But 

the doctors warn you anyway. She had been 

so happy, Ayaan was a perfect baby. Of 

course she had felt terrible not telling Amma 

but in the long run it was better she felt. And 

now this. In spite of all precautions he had 

some genetic disorder. A rare thing, it may 

not even be a disorder but the doctors 

wanted to be sure. In fact they even felt that 

Indians wouldn’t even have it but still to be 

on the safe side... 

 

When she had used a donor sperm and got 

herself pregnant she remembered that the 

clinic had asked her to verify the donor’s 

credentials. But she had just taken the word 

of her friend Doctor Maple that everything 

was great ,he was  Indian, educated and 

above all ‘healthy donor’. That was all that 

she had cared for at that moment. Now she 

wished that she had been a little bit more 

diligent. Her son was in trouble. Information 

regarding his blood group, physical 

characteristics and professional background 

was of course taken into account. She had 

also undergone a blood test in her second 

trimester of pregnancy that could detect if 

the baby had problems. This test, called 

maternal serum alpha-fetoprotein screening 

would tell if there would be any 

complications. The test had been done, so 

no problems at all. Then what was this? She 

burst into tears. 

What was the genetic disorder again?  NF1. 

The disorder is caused by a mutation in a 

gene on chromosome 17. The gene codes for 

a protein called neurofibromin. This protein 

regulates the activity of another protein 

called ras, which promotes cell division. 

When the NF1 gene is mutated, it usually 

leads to a shortened version of the 

neurofibromin protein that cannot bind to 

ras or regulate its activity. As a result, the ras 

protein is more active. Cells are told to begin 

dividing and never told when to stop, 

causing the formation of tumours. She had 

nodded blankly when Dr Maple explained all 

this. 

How do people get NF1? 

In about half of all cases, a person inherits 

the mutated gene from a parent. The 

disorder is inherited in an autosomal 

dominant pattern, which means that only 

one copy of the defective gene has to be 

inherited for a child to get the disorder. Each 

child of a parent with NF1 runs a 50 percent 

risk of getting the disorder. 

Most of the time, the NF1 is diagnosed by its 

physical symptoms (tumors or café au lait 

spots), or by a family history of the disorder. 

The café au lait spots usually appear within 

the first two years of a child’s life. It 

resembles freckles. And Ayaan had suddenly 

developed them, lots of them. She hugged 
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her little boy to her heart, he was so dear to 

her she couldn’t bear it if anything happened 

to him. Why was she suffering so much,she 

wondered aloud. And collapsed in Dr 

Maple’s arms. Dr Maple wiped her eyes and 

‘tche tched’. 

 

“ C, mon don’t give up hope , we have to 

find the father and you have to be brave, it 

might just be a scare, in fact I am sure it is as 

Indians don’t really run the risk…” she said 

hoping against hope it was true. 

The clinic was very helpful and all the details 

of the donor were soon on the table. Aparna 

read out his name. Mr K Surya, healthy 

Indian male. Resident New South Wales, oh 

my God he was right here in Sydney. She 

would have to meet him. She asked the clinic 

if any photographs were available but was 

disappointed. “We are only concerned with 

his semen not him ,”they joked . And for the 

first time in months, Aparna smiled. 

Dr Maple called her the next morning to say 

that he had been located and briefed. “He 

just couldn’t believe that he had a baby 

through some stranger. Now don’t let me 

raise your hopes he could be 18 years old or 

80. Be prepared for the worst.” 

For some reason Aparna was suddenly 

scared and excited. He could be a monster 

or he could be a married man with a family 

of his own. She could be causing him 

complications. She told Dr Maple about this. 

“Relax, it will be done in absolute secrecy”, 

she was assured. 

Dr Maple went ahead to meet K Surya. 

Aparna was asked to wait in the car. But 

when Dr Maple shook hands with K Surya, 

Aparna stole a glance at him and reeled in 

shock. It was Karthik from college. She 

stuffed her fist in her mouth to stop 

screaming. It couldn’t be. Maybe he was 

leading the doctor to the person concerned. 

But the name. K. Surya? OMG! 

 

Seven years ago. 

It had been her first year in college and she 

was being ragged. Scared and weeping she 

had fainted only to be revived in the senior’s 

common room. A lot of faces looked down 

at her. “Sleeping beauty has got up let’s us 

make her into a frog,” said a few of them 

unkindly. In fact she resembled a waif as she 

lay there all heaving bosom and wide eyes. 

She burst out crying again and heard a deep 

voice say, “Vidde da enna chumma bhaya 

piddaththe. Avel oru papa”( Leave her alone 

why are u scaring her, poor babe”) Grateful 

at hearing her mother tongue and grateful 

at being rescued she looked up at the 

brownest pair of eyes she had seen. 

He helped her up and led her out. “Ohh, our 

Karthik has lost his heart,” hollered his 

friends.  After that whenever she saw him in 

the corridors or campus her heart would 

thud painfully. He would wave or nod and 

that was that. But she felt a lot of things she 

couldn’t explain. Not the smart city bred girl, 

Aparna of Kalpathy Gramam was a quiet, 

obedient girl who did not want to hurt her 

widowed mother by refusing to marry as 

soon as she had graduated. And she had.To 

Arun who fate had taken away. But here she 

was now in front of her gallant hero and her 

heart still thudded.No wonder Ayaan had 

brown eyes, she thought suddenly. And for 

no reason blushed. 

Dr Maple was beaming when she returned. 

“Very nice human being and has already 

made arrangements to get his family history 

but says no way does he or anyone have 

that gene. He’s very sure about it.” 
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“Are his children ok?” asked Aparna and 

held her breath. 

“Hasn’t married, actually if he had children it 

would have cleared all our doubts but no he 

isn’t married, hey listen why don’t you two 

meet?” 

“No,”, Dr Maple raised her eyebrows at 

Aparna’s vehement answer, but did not say 

anything. 

Next morning the doorbell pealed loudly and 

Aparna ran to open it. She was wearing 

spaghetti tops and three fourths which was 

everyone’s dress in Sydney. Her long hair 

was open and she was flushed with the 

morning’s chores, She picked up Ayaan as 

she opened the door. 

“Yes”? she asked and then couldn’t say 

anything else. Karthik stood outside with 

those killer brown eyes and all the kuch kuch 

that hadn’t happened with Arjun was 

happening now and how. 

“Whoa, don’t faint now or I will do what I 

had wanted back then, pick you up in my 

arms and walk away..” He said and Aparna 

fainted. When she came to she was lying on 

the couch and he was talking to his son. 

They made such a lovely pair that Aparna 

felt a lump in her throat. 

When he heard her stir, he looked at her and 

said, (oh, that beloved voice)..“ I almost 

fainted when Dr Maple showed me my son’s 

photo with you. First I couldn’t believe it 

when she said you were the biological 

mother. It was like a dream Aparna .” They 

stared at each other and then like a homing 

pigeon she went to him. So much kuch kuch 

was happening that she couldn’t breathe. “I 

love you Aparna, right from that moment in 

college, in fact Appa and Amma were going 

to propose marriage when we heard that 

you were married and gone.  This is destiny, 

me becoming your donor.” He smiled and 

kissed her again. 

“Karthik our son, he will be safe na”, she 

presently asked. 

”Don’t worry he’s just reacting to Sydney’s 

sun , freckles and all, this was God’s way of 

uniting us , you just relax”,  said Karthik and 

Aparna was glad to let him take over. 

A year later. 

Saraswati Amma was all in a whirl. Her 

daughter and son in law were coming today 

with Ayaan .She could show them off to 

Kalpathy Gramam and shut all the wagging 

tongues. 

*** 

Glossary: 

Vide da, enna chumma bhayapedithede, aval 

oru papa:  leave her alone, why are you 

scaring her, poor babe. 
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‘THE JUNGLE CROW’S SONG’ BY 

SAMANTHA SIRIMANNE HYDE 
 

The months of drought had finally broken, 

the belting tropical rain bringing with it the 

pleasing scent of rich earth and fresh water 

fused with a trace of cedar. From the back 

door of the house, Piyal absorbed it crashing 

onto the corrugated iron sheets of the roof 

above him and observed how it dribbled off 

the grooves of the gable on to the row of 

croton plants beyond the back veranda. 

Through the din of the storm, Piyal picked 

up on the sound of caaa-caaa-caaa 

emanating from the bird sanctuary on the 

other side of the fencing where he spied on 

a jungle crow roosting on a nest built in the 

lower cleft of a teak tree. He recalled how 

just a week ago as he was repairing some of 

the wobbly fence posts, he’d witnessed a 

black cuckoo bird approaching that nest and 

how the crow had pursued him in attack. 

He’d then been astounded to see a white-

spotted brown cuckoo swoop in to deposit 

an egg while the nest was unattended. 

Afterwards he’d hung around awhile to 

learn what happened when the crow 

returned to its dwelling. It reappeared after 

chasing the other bird away, settling down 

on its home of twigs as if nothing was amiss. 

 

The loud buzz of the telephone startled 

Piyal’s reverie and he made his way to the 

sitting room to see who it was. The caller, a 

woman whose voice he hadn’t recognised, 

tersely informed him that Chintha, his wife 

was having an affair with the manager at the 

supermarket she worked for at nearby 

Ambalangoda, a beach town in southern Sri 

Lanka. 

Piyal placed the phone aside, his mouth dry. 

The message had rattled his equilibrium as if 

he’d just stepped out of a spine-chilling 

rollercoaster ride. Feeling light-headed, he’d 

sat on the edge of a nearby rattan chair, 

gripping its wooden arm rests hard and 

closing his eyes. Somewhere in his psyche, 

sparks of lush colour burst out and through 

a halo of smoke, a dancer emerged, adorned 

in a sarong of gleaming white, russet and 

ochre. While in circular motion, he 

transformed into a drummer, beating his 

musical instrument which then disappeared 

with a poof and then with a raucous bang 

bang, the drum sticks turned into smoking 

guns.  In his mind’s eye, he shot Ranwella, 

the supermarket manager, the pariah dog. 

Microscopic daydreams had been a part and 

parcel of Piyal’s life from the time he could 

recollect. Growing up, they were always 

vivid: an image of himself would flash across 

his brain – he was a marionette in Vijay 

Māmā’s entourage wearing an outfit of a 

pink taffeta tutu with an attached laced-up 

top worked in dazzling sequins and worn 

over a violet blouse; somewhat gaudy yet 

alluring; his face delicately painted and 

rouged, lips the colour of ruby red; his neck 

adorned with white shimmering translucent 

moonstones. 

 

Piyal’s fantasies still continued though they 

became more complex in nature. Time and 

again he allowed himself to hover between 

real and unreal worlds whenever faced with 

any dilemma, however big or small. For the 

past couple of decades, the images had 

helped him to cope with day to day life in 

this homeland shattered by the craziness of 

war. 

And now this− this horrible business with 

Chintha. It was true that they’d drifted apart 
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ever since he’d lost his job at the munitions 

factory at Dombagoda about four years ago. 

Piyal wasn’t sure if he’d ever really loved her 

or she him anyway but with time they’d 

learned to get along well enough. It was 

almost eight years ago that he’d succumbed 

to pressure from his mother and said yes to 

Chintha, a second cousin of sorts. The fact 

that this house, the ancestral home had 

been thrown into the bargain had also been 

an incentive. 

 

Piyal thought of his mother. She’d been a 

woman with uncomplicated beliefs. After 

being cajoled for years on end, just before 

his marriage he’d told her that he didn’t 

really like women that much. He reminisced 

how she’d stood in front of him resplendent 

in her pink hakobasari with the elaborate 

needlework weaving white tendrils 

throughout the cloth: one hand on her stout 

hip, the other at her chin, the thumb rubbing 

the dark mole embossed on the jowl like a 

miniature map of Madagascar. 

Putha, things will sort themselves out.  Love 

will come later, no?      

 

Piyal’s musings were disturbed by a piercing 

cry from the adjoining room. That’s when he 

remembered that he’d been warming some 

milk for his boy when the telephone 

distracted him. He got up from his chair and 

moved to the bedroom where the six-month 

old baby was bawling in his cot near the 

window. Reaching down and lifting him 

towards him, Piyal created soothing noises 

and started to rock him to and fro. Then, like 

an unexpected flash of lightning on a clear 

blue day, a sudden idea grabbed his 

attention and he returned the infant to the 

cot. Circling around its wooden frame 

cautiously, with fresh eyes he gawked at the 

crying baby’s features. After some time, 

with his head bowed, he’d stepped towards 

the kitchen to pick up the bottle of milk. 

 

Now that the war was over, Piyal spent a lot 

of time at home. He had tried to find 

another job but hadn’t been successful. 

Even with Chintha’s wages and his provident 

fund, money was tight. Some of his ex-

workmates from the munitions factory 

occasionally got called up to work in some 

government funded building project or 

other. While he’d been recruited to help 

repair some stone steps leading to the 

sacred Adam’s Peakover a year ago, he 

hadn’t been hired for any other job since. He 

lounged around at home, feeling either 

restlessor lethargic and disjointed. Either 

way, Gayan’s arrival had brought some 

happiness, purpose and structure to his life. 

Also, ever since his son’s birth, Piyal often 

reflected on the life of the Buddha. He tried 

to imagine him as a young man, as Prince 

Siddhartha, brimming with health, wealth 

and vitality. He’d visualise him with his 

entourage of kinsmen, appearing to all 

intents and purposes relaxed and 

untroubled, galloping around his palace’s 

stunning gardens, amongst august nāandsal 

trees pregnant with scented blossoms. Then 

on returning home and being informed that 

his wife Yasodharā had given birth to a son, 

he’d decided that that was the opportune 

moment to renounce the world. According 

to legend, when the birth was announced to 

the prince, he’d uttered, “Rāhulahas been 

born”– a fetter or bondage has been born. 

This was one of the theories on how his son 

got his name. Either way, after ten years of 

marriage, the birth of his only son could 

have only rendered the prince’s yearning to 

escape from what had become for him an 

existence in a golden cage, even more 
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difficult. The evening he’d decided to leave, 

it is said that the prince had peered into the 

royal bedchamber to take one last peek at 

Yasodharā and Rāhula but that her arm had 

obscured the infant’s face and he’d left 

without even seeing what he looked like. 

Perhaps that was the way it had to be for 

had he seen what he’d created and ventured 

to take a moment to hold the baby in his 

arms, then the moment may have passed. 

That perhaps meant that yet another 

lifetime might’ve had to pass before he 

could disentangle himself from the web of 

life and suffering and that would have 

postponed his search for the truth and final 

enlightenment. 

After drinking his milk, Gayan had quickly 

fallen asleep again and Piyal arranged a soft 

blanket over him. As he watched him, he 

wondered how Prince Siddhartha had 

abandoned his son, his own flesh and blood. 

He wondered how many lifetimes would’ve 

ensued before he’d become capable, before 

he’d developed a strong enough character 

to make that heartbreaking decision. 

For Piyal, there’d always been that pull, that 

undercurrent of craving to run away from all 

this and now that lure was even greater. Of 

course, he was no Prince Siddhartha with 

lofty motives to propel himself to flee home 

life, no burning quest to sustain his desire to 

escape except for purely self-centred 

reasons of humiliation and personal 

freedom. 

The downpour still continued at a steady 

rate. Piyal began pacing around, his head 

throbbing to a strange beat. Occasionally, he 

paused to survey the water pelting the pots 

of anthuriums and bougainvilleas on the 

front porch, making the vibrant flowers 

quiver this way and that. Staring beyond the 

gate, he caught sight of Chintha striding 

along the footpath of their lane; her yellow 

and green striped umbrella covering her face 

as she tried to protect herself from the 

slanting rain. 

“Aiyo! Finally, what a deluge, ah!” uttered 

Chintha as she closed the dripping wet 

umbrella and positioned it against the bench 

on the veranda. She slipped out of her 

sandals, wiped her feet on the damp 

doormat and rushed inside. 

“How’s my baby doing?” she’d asked while 

throwing her handbag on a chair and 

walking towards the bedroom, with hardly a 

glance at her husband. 

Slowly, Piyal followed her down the corridor 

to their room. His head hurt and he felt a 

churning in his stomach. 

“Hmm yes, your baby…not our baby, right?” 

Piyal’s attempt to keep his voice sedate had 

failed. 

Leaning over the baby, Chintha froze. She 

steadied herself, grasping a timber panel of 

the cot. She stared at her husband but when 

she opened her mouth, she couldn’t think of 

what words to use. She felt worn-out. 

Shuffling across to their bed, she sat down 

and gazed at the floor in front of her feet. 

“Who told you?”murmured Chintha under 

her breath. 

“It doesn’t matter. So, the baby’s 

Hanwella’s?” 

 

Chintha closed her eyes and lowered her 

head. When she opened them, Piyalwas no 

longer in the room. On the cool cement 

floor, she drew circles withher big toes. She 

didn’t know how to cope with this stuff but 

she knew it was time to face the storm. She 

found Piyal at the kitchen window with a 

faraway look. He didn’t turn around. 
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“I don’t know why we got together,” said 

Chintha softly. “I guess we were just pushed 

in to it. You don’t really like me. You don’t 

like…like women,” she stuttered, wiping her 

eyes on the back of her hand. “I didn’t mean 

for this to happen but it happened and 

Gayan means everything to me.” 

Piyal felt sick but his anger had faded but in 

his head, he felt sharper than he had ever 

been before. 

“I know. So, you should take him and leave. 

Talk to Hanwella. Say that I know. I’ll give 

you a divorce. Go and marry him.” 

The shower had abated. Chintha stood at 

the rear door taking in the blueness of the 

unblemished skieswhich however gave her 

no solace. 

“I can’t. He’s already married with children. I 

have nowhere to go. I’ve asked Amma.  She 

won’t take me back.” 

In a surreal haze, Piyal had sneaked out to 

the shed in the back yard. There he’d 

crouched on a pile of yellowing newspapers, 

hugging himself and rocking to and fro. 

 

Having heard the truth from someone else 

for the first time, Piyal understood the 

gravity of his decision to marry all those 

years ago. Things always had a way of 

unravelling but he hadn’t seen this coming. 

He’d pretended to himself for so long that 

his life was alright as it was, he’d believed it. 

As he closed his eyes and rested his head on 

his hands, the truth which Chintha had 

calmly spread out in to the daylight 

consumed him – it did not appear to set him 

free. He only felt like an impostor. 

Then one dark consideration slinked in 

unawares into his consciousness like a 

furtive taipan entering a patch of untamed 

bushland. He could end it – one’s life is in 

one’s own hands. One could switch the light 

off any time one wanted, snuff out that 

flickering flame from the clay lamp, the way 

he and his cousins used to as children when 

they visited the temple on pōya days, their 

roguish faces flushed with the rays of the 

full moon. 

Above the low roof of the shed, Piyal had 

stared at the wooden beams criss-crossing 

to support the coconut leaf thatched 

roofing. As he lowered his eyes, he’d taken 

in the small bamboo ladder resting against 

the wall and the coils of rope hanging on a 

nail. Ending the suffering and the lies: it was 

not just a possibility, it would be a done deal 

so to speak. 

And what of Gayan? He was created by 

another man. Yet Piyal loved him. His 

shoulders sagged as he reflected on the 

horrible karmic cycle he would set in motion 

for many lifetimes to come. Like circles of 

ripples generated by a pebble tossed into 

the centre of a pond, the action of taking 

one’s life now would only perpetuate the 

anguish in the passageway of samsara, 

continuing the tortured nature of his parent-

child relationships yet to come. He called to 

mind a monk, venerable Seelaratana who 

he’d met at a forest monastery in 

Mithirigala. He’d counselled him concerning 

the splintered and tormented quality of his 

attachment with his family and had advised 

that he should strive to mend the rift and 

sort out any problems, especially his mother-

issues before he died for they were the ones 

which would continue time and again, birth 

after birth. 

Piyal’s mind had felt clogged, clamped with 

myriad theories on life and death. He’d 

learnt that the final perception at the last 

breath was very important. How could he 

compose himself to think good thoughts as 
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he was about to end it all? His Buddhist 

belief system which did not support the 

taking of life, any life even if it was his own, 

prevailed in the end. 

Staring at the exposed roof beams of the 

shed, Piyal knew the answer to the 

quandary. However miserable he might get 

and whatever lay in store for him and 

Chintha – this new bond needed to breathe, 

to flourish and to be given a fighting chance 

to make it in the world without a tragic 

cloud hanging over it. 

The caaa-caaa-caaa mating call of the jungle 

crow jolted Piyal from his trance. He’d lost 

all track of time –dusk had crept in and 

shafts of light from the rear veranda cut 

through part of the latticed partition of the 

shed. The backyard was now soaked with 

artificial radiance from the exposed light 

bulb hanging in the porch. 

In a heavy but more composed mood, Piyal 

stepped out of the shed and gradually paced 

towards the back door. As he reached it, he 

heard the sound of pots and pans banging 

against each other in the kitchen and the 

luscious aroma of frying onion and spices. 

*** 

Glossary: 

Aiyo: an exclamation conveying 

disappointment 

Hakoba: type of embroidered sari 

Māmā: uncle 

nāand sal: types of evergreen trees with 

large fragrant flowers, found mainly in the 

Indian subcontinent 

pōya: full moon day, religious importance to 

Buddhists 

Putha: son 

samsara:cycle of birth 

Samantha Sirimanne Hyde, born 1960, is a Sri 

Lankan Australian.  She has published a 

collection of short fiction and her work has 

appeared in several anthologies. 

 

‘WHAT YOU DON’T KNOW’ BY 

ELKA RAY 
 

Meredith stands a few feet from the edge, 

as close as she dares. Far below there are 

trees, so tightly packed that they look black. 

She kicks a chunk of gravel over the edge 

and watches it fall, losing track of it long 

before it reaches the treetops. The air smells 

of wet foliage and decay, surprisingly heavy 

given the altitude. As she inhales, Meredith 

imagines the workers who made this road, 

an army of small brown men chipping away 

at the cliff with their picks. She wonders if 

anyone were to fall, his body would remain 

sealed beneath tree roots and vines, gone 

forever. 

A rustle in some weeds causes her to step 

back, mindful of the dead snake she’d seen 

some miles back. She turns towards the car, 

now standing with its hood raised. Bent 

under the hood, the driver reminds Meredith 

of a skinny frog caught in the jaws of some 

larger creature. Her guide, Arif, seems to 

have vanished. 

She scrapes her hair from her nape, wishing 

she had hired a new car this year. She’d 

wanted one with four-wheel drive and air-

conditioning, but Arif had been adamant. 

“This car special price,” he’d said. “New car 

is three, four times more money.” Calling 

long-distance from Canada, Meredith 

couldn’t be bothered to argue. Arif and the 
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driver, Rojo, are relatives, cousins or some 

such. She’s been paying them the same rate 

for six years now. Too much, she is sure, 

although what does it matter? 

Meredith sighs. She should have hired a new 

car, and a new guide for that matter. Over 

the years Arif has become less and less 

helpful, while the car is a wreck. Still, each 

year, when she sees the rusty green Toyota 

Corola parked out front of the airport in 

Jakarta, she’s relieved, grateful for the sight 

of something—anything—familiar. 

The driver straightens up and spits. 

Squinting into the sun, Meredith tries to 

interpret his expression. Can the car be 

fixed? They’re still hours from Bukittinngi 

and traffic is sparse. They’ll be lucky to hitch 

a ride with some passing truck or ox cart. 

 

Meredith moves into the shade to wait, 

squatting down on her haunches. Sitting like 

this isn’t as easy as it once was, despite all 

the yoga classes she’s taken. Not that she’s 

in bad shape. At fifty-six, she weighs less 

than she had in high school. Meredith swats 

at a fly, taking note of her arm’s thinness, 

which continues to surprise her. She’d 

always been on the plump side, especially 

after Andrew was born, constantly on some 

diet or another. When he’d disappeared, her 

weight had plummeted, and six years on, 

she’s still skinny. Tom, on the other hand, 

had turned to food for comfort, gaining 

eighty or ninety pounds since it happened. 

She is startled to find Arif standing next to 

her, his face so flushed that Meredith 

wonders if he’s been drinking. “Motor 

trouble,” he says. “Too hot inside.” He 

wipes his hands on his pants and shrugs. “I 

go down hill. Nothing.” 

 

Meredith opens her mouth to ask for 

clarification but stops herself. What’s the 

point? Arif’s English is about as meager as 

her knowledge of cars. She checks her 

watch: it’s going on four. This close to the 

equator it will be pitch-black by six. In a 

worst case scenario, they’ll be forced to 

sleep in the car. “So what do we do now?” 

she asks. 

Arif fumbles in his shirt pocket for a pack of 

cigarettes, careful not to catch her eye. 

Lighting his cigarette he squints down the 

road. “We must wait,” he says. 

Meredith feels a surge of anger. All she does 

is wait. From one trip to the next, another 

wasted year—waiting to buy her tickets, 

waiting to talk to someone at the Canadian 

embassy in Jakarta, waiting to drive to the 

mountains, waiting to meet the fat, bored-

looking police of chief and waiting to hear 

the same tired excuses. She has spent the 

last six years in limbo. 

The first vehicle to appear, some forty 

minutes later, is a bus. They stand by the 

edge of the cliff and watch, its progress so 

painfully slow that Meredith is reluctant to 

hail it. What if it loses momentum and 

succumbs to gravity? From above she can 

see the roof, piled high with boxes and 

bicycles and long flat objects that can only 

be surfboards. 

 

Despite the surfboards, it’s no tourist bus, 

the interior packed with produce, caged 

animals and people, everyone staring 

blankly out the windows, resigned to the 

fact that, like it or not, they’ll have to make 

room for three more. Since the bus doesn’t 

come to a full stop, Meredith has to jump, an 

ungainly leap with Arif hovering behind her. 

She pushes her way through a thicket of 
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brown knees and elbows, murmuring 

apologies, not that it makes any difference. 

At the back of the bus she sees some white 

faces, blond kids Andrew’s age, a girl and 

two boys. One of the boys has a beard, 

causing Meredith to do a double-take. In the 

last photo Andrew had sent he’d grown a 

reddish beard, which had made him look 

older and rougher. 

Since there aren’t any seats Meredith sits in 

the aisle on her backpack, the red one she’d 

bought at the Mountain Equipment Coop. 

She’s taken this bag on every trip; it’s part of 

the ritual. Each October she gets it out of 

the basement and puts it on the porch to air, 

after which she fills it, no longer having to 

think about what to bring. Meredith shuts 

her eyes. She feels disoriented, worn out 

from the heat and jetlag. 

Her first inkling that something was wrong 

came when Andrew had failed to call on her 

fiftieth birthday. Such thoughtlessness was 

out of character. Tom had told her to forget 

about it. “He’s probably met some girl and 

lost track of time,” he’d said. “Kids are like 

that.” Her friends had tried to reassure her 

too. Meredith’s best friend, Laura, had a 

daughter who’d backpacked through 

Europe. “He’ll call when he runs out of 

money,” she’d said. “Wait and see.” 

Meredith had wanted to say that Indonesia 

wasn’t like Europe. They’d all been to 

Europe. It was civilized, while Indonesia was 

dirty and impoverished. 

When she’d gotten in touch with the 

Canadian embassy in Jakarta nobody had 

taken her seriously. Kids stopped calling 

home all the time. They overstayed their 

visas and missed their flights, reasoning that 

a beach hut for five bucks a night beat 

washing dishes back home, or starting 

technical college. “Andrew’s not like that,” 

she’d said. “He’s about to start grad 

school.” 

A long crack extends across the bus’ front 

windshield, zigzagging like an 

electrocardiograph to end in a small hole. 

Meredith wonders what made the hole. A 

rock? A bullet? The breeze from the open 

windows barely penetrates the bus’ interior, 

which smells of gasoline, hot plastic and 

cramped bodies. She feels nauseous. 

“Look at that,” says one of the boys. “Isn’t it 

beautiful?” Meredith turns to look. It is 

beautiful, she supposes, the jagged white 

scar of a waterfall cutting through dark 

foliage. 

The boy’s voice, slightly nasal, reminds 

Meredith of Andrew’s best friend’s, who’d 

given her the second clue that something 

had happened to Andrew. Scott had called 

about a week after her birthday. “I haven’t 

heard from Drew lately,” he’d said. “Do you 

know when he’ll be back?” Hearing the 

worry in Scott’s voice, Meredith’s own fears 

had been magnified. She hadn’t known what 

to say. Andrew’s lack of communication had 

seemed to hint at some failing on her part. 

She’d always prided herself on being close 

to him. 

Andrew and Scott had met two years before 

at a swim meet. Like Andrew, Scott was a 

nice boy, good-looking and polite. She’d 

always liked him. “Have you spoken with 

him lately?” she’d asked, doing her best to 

keep her voice light. 

“About two weeks ago,” he’d said. “Before 

that he called every few days.” She’d been 

surprised to hear they’d kept in such close 

touch. Was that normal? “How did he 

sound?” she’d said. 

“We had a fight,” Scott had said. “I guess 

he’s still mad at me.” Meredith had been 
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scared to ask what the fight was about. A 

few days later, when she’d called Scott 

again, his roommate had told her to call 

Scott’s boyfriend’s place. 

She’d meant to say something to Tom later, 

after she’d had time to digest it, but the 

longer she’d waited, the harder it had 

seemed, until finally, she’d decided to keep 

quiet. So what if Andrew’s best friend was 

gay? Tom would just tell her she was 

imagining things. He was so proud of their 

boy. 

Her thoughts are interrupted by the sound 

of retching, a young woman one row up 

spitting into a plastic bag. The smell makes 

Meredith’s throat rise. 

“Man, this bus sucks,” says the boy with the 

nasal voice, the clean-shaven one with the 

lighter hair. “We should have taken the 

express bus.” 

“You were the one who wanted to get away 

from all the tourists,” says the girl. 

“This is nothing,” says the other boy. “I was 

on a bus in the Philippines where even the 

driver was puking.” 

 

Meredith shuts her eyes. What is she doing 

on this retched bus listening to these inane 

kids? She’s too late. It’s been too long. When 

she’d first sensed that something was 

wrong she should have gotten straight on a 

plane instead of wasting precious time 

making phone calls. “It’s only been six 

weeks since last contact,” one guy at the 

embassy had told her. “Your son had an 

open ticket, right?” Later, they’d made her 

feel like she was on trial. How did she know 

her son wasn’t a drug user? Why had they 

only had one child? What did she and her 

husband do for a living? How was Andrew’s 

relationship with his father? Any signs of 

abuse? Depression? Criminal record? 

She’d told them about Andrew’s 

scholarships and swim medals. She’d shown 

them photos: Andrew as a chubby toddler 

running through the sprinklers; Andrew and 

Tom eating ice cream at the Calgary 

Stampede; Andrew in his cap and gown, 

standing next to Scott, smiling. 

Three days ago, before leaving for Jakarta, 

Meredith had phoned Tom. Some new 

secretary had answered, a woman who’d 

said: “May I ask who’s calling please?” 

Meredith had wanted to laugh. She and Tom 

had been married for thirty-one years and 

this person didn’t even know she existed. 

When Tom had gotten on the line he’d 

sounded tired. They hadn’t spoken in a 

while. “I’m off to Indonesia tomorrow,” 

she’d said. “I just wanted to let you know.” 

She’d heard another phone ringing in the 

background and Tom saying, “Leanne, can 

you get that?” When he’d gotten back on 

the line he’d sighed. “Please Meredith, 

you’ve got to stop this,” he’d said. “You’ve 

got to face the facts.” 

She’d wanted to slam down the phone. 

“What facts?” she’d said. She should have 

known he’d try to discourage her. 

“He’s gone,” he’d said. “Gone.” If he were 

able to say the word dead she might respect 

him more, but that’s the way Tom is. She 

can’t understand how he can live with not 

knowing. 

 

The bus lurches around a corner, causing 

Meredith to knock against the legs of the 

man who’s sitting to her right. He turns and 

glares at her, then presses closer to his 

companion. “Sorry,” she says, wishing Arif 
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was here to defend her, but he’s sitting near 

the front, chatting with Rojo. She watches 

them, Rojo laughing and shaking his head, 

Arif raising his hands in a gesture of 

surrender. When Arif looks back and meets 

her eyes, he blushes. Rojo stops laughing. 

She bets they were talking about her. 

Meredith calculates how long it’s been since 

Tom left, counting seventeen months on her 

fingers. Their final fight had been about 

redecorating Andrew’s room. Tom had 

wanted to turn it into a guest room and 

she’d refused. “I can’t do this anymore,” 

he’d said. “I can’t live like this, pretending 

he’ll be back.” He’d started to cry. Seeing his 

quivering chins she’d hated him. How could 

he give up on his only child? How could he 

have allowed himself to become so fat and 

flabby? 

The last trace of Andrew was his signature, 

which looked real enough, in the guestbook 

of a hostel at Lake Maninjau. That first 

frantic trip she and Tom had gone to the 

hostel and met the owners, a middle-aged 

couple who’d seemed nervous, which was 

probably understandable given the 

circumstances. They’d looked at the photo 

she’d brought and said they remembered 

him. He’d been traveling alone. “He was 

very quiet,” the woman had told her. At first 

Meredith had been convinced they knew 

something. Now, she’s not sure of anything. 

The first trip, and maybe the second, she’d 

believed they would find him. Somebody 

had to know something. They just hadn’t 

asked the right questions yet. She didn’t 

trust anyone. Maybe the local police were in 

on it. And the villagers with their sullen 

stares, they had to be hiding something. 

She’d seen the fear in their eyes, heard their 

whispers whenever she passed. How could a 

healthy young man simply vanish? 

That first trip she and Tom had stayed for six 

weeks. Every morning they’d been woken 

before dawn by the quavering strains of the 

call to prayer, broadcast over a loudspeaker 

from the village’s mosque. She had woken 

to that sound and felt sick. Tom had been 

angry, cursing everything in sight, the 

village’s muddy streets and the groups of 

skinny men squatting in the shade or 

walking arm-in-arm. “Bunch of queers,” he’d 

said. “Look at them! You can’t trust these 

people.” 

She’s not sure when the trips had changed, 

when she’d stopped counting on answers. 

Now she can’t shake the fear that Andrew’s 

fate depends on her coming, as though her 

failure to come here might result in his death 

or something even worse, if that’s possible. 

What had begun as a search had turned into 

a pilgrimage, a superstitious offering to a 

God she doesn’t even believe in, as if He’ll 

bear witness to her sacrifice and throw 

down a miracle. She is his mother. If he were 

dead she would know. She would feel it in 

her bones. Wouldn’t she? 

 

Meredith twists around to look at the white 

kids, the girl lighting a cigarette and blowing 

the smoke out the window. The bearded 

boy is listening to an iPod, his head moving 

in time to the music. They’re all wearing 

ethnic-style clothes, the boys in loose cotton 

pants and t-shirts, the girl’s skirt covered 

with embroidery, obviously expensive. 

Meredith takes note of her jewelry: a mass 

of silver bangles, three rings, and a thick 

necklace of coral and silver beads. The girl 

yawns. “My ass is so sore,” she says. “Are 

we almost there yet?” 

Meredith looks away. What do they think 

they’re doing here, these dumb kids with 

their perfect tans and their sense of 
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entitlement so thick it would take a bomb to 

penetrate it? This armor of blithe confidence 

sets them apart from everyone else on the 

bus. Everyone else, including herself, knows 

that they have no rights. Anything can be 

taken from you at any time. Anything. 

It’s only hours later when she’s watching 

them jump off the bus and set about 

retrieving their ludicrous surfboards that 

Meredith realizes her mistake. They’re not 

Andrew’s age. These kids are in their early 

twenties, while Andrew would be twenty-

nine. Is twenty-nine, thinks Meredith. He 

turned twenty-nine in June. 

Andrew Hume 

Was born in June 

And now he gets his very own room. 

As she lugs her backpack off the bus she 

says it to herself, this imperfect rhyme she’d 

made up to encourage Andy to stop 

climbing into bed with her and Tom in the 

middle of the night. Isn’t it funny, she thinks, 

the things that stick in your head? She looks 

around for Arif but can’t see him, various 

taxi-touts and pony-cart drivers wave at her 

to get her attention. Meredith tries her best 

to ignore them. 

 

It has gotten dark, a haze of bugs circling a 

nearby streetlamp. The road to Lake 

Maninjau is winding and steep. While she 

doesn’t want to spend the night in some 

abysmal guest-house near the bus station, it 

is dangerous to drive to Maninjau in the 

dark. She scans the dusty lot for her guide, 

feeling increasingly panicky. What if he’s 

gone too? She feels exhausted and off-

balance. 

Some distance from where she’s waiting the 

three white kids have gathered near a food 

stall. The girl adjusts one of her bra straps 

and Meredith looks away. The few local 

women who are about are fully covered. In 

her skimpy tank top, the girl’s just asking for 

trouble. 

“Hi,” says the bearded boy, the word thrust 

at her like a stick, since, Meredith realizes, 

she’s been staring at them. He walks over to 

her and stops, almost close enough to 

touch. 

“So your car broke down. Bad luck, huh?” He 

says it like a question. 

“Yes,” says Meredith. She wants to say more 

but can’t think of anything, her attention 

consumed by studying him. He’s shorter 

than her son and his hair is blonder, 

although Andy’s hair might have faded in the 

sun. A tattoo circles one of his upper arms, a 

pattern of wavy black lines. Andrew had 

once wanted to get a tattoo and Tom had 

said, “Forget it. You’ll regret it when you’re 

older.” 

The boy lights a cigarette, something self-

conscious about his movements. “This your 

first time in Sumatra?” 

“No,” says Meredith. “I’ve been here 

before.” 

“Oh yeah? When was that?” He’s looking at 

her with fresh interest, probably imagining 

she’s some ex-hippie come back to relive the 

glorious travels of her youth. Meredith 

frowns. “Actually, I’ve come every year for 

the past six years. I’m headed for Lake 

Maninjau.” Her mouth is dry. 

“Wow,” he says. “You must really love it 

there. We’re going that way too. Can you 

recommend a place?” 

Meredith hesitates. “The Morning Star is 

okay.” She takes a deep breath. “But I don’t 

think you should—” 
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She’s interrupted by the girl, who looks 

cross. “Hey Phil,” she yells. “Where’s the 

guidebook?” 

“In the top compartment of your backpack,” 

says the boy, then turns back to Meredith. 

“We shouldn’t what?” he says. 

 

Throat tight, she tries again. “This place,” 

she says. “It’s not safe.” She can see 

skepticism in his eyes, and curiosity too. Is 

she really going to tell him, a complete 

stranger, about what happened to Andrew? 

How much effort would it cost her to 

explain, to accept his sympathy, to answer 

his questions? She feels sick with tiredness. 

A few feet from where they’re standing a 

small, skinny pony is harnessed to a cart. The 

pony shakes its head and the bells on its 

harness jangle, the sudden movement and 

noise scaring Meredith. She jumps back, 

panicked, and the boy smirks. “Hey, it’s 

okay,” he says, and for a moment, she sees 

herself through his eyes: old, paranoid and 

alone. Her composure is ready to crack. She 

feels hollow inside. A hand flies to her chest, 

as if to reassure herself of its solidity, and 

the boy frowns. “You okay?” he asks. The 

other two kids, she notes, are also watching 

her. 

“I…I have to go,” she says, amazed by the 

strangeness of her voice. “I can’t come here 

anymore.” She takes a deep breath. “This 

place… Just be careful.” 

The boy looks bemused. “Yeah, sure thing,” 

he says. “Uh, you too.” Before turning back 

to his friends he gives her a sly smile, clearly 

convinced she’s unstable. 

She’s sure the three of them will talk about 

her later, weaving her into their travel lore—

the paranoid old lady from the bus. She 

imagines them mimicking her – You have a 

safe trip now – and stoops to retrieve her 

backpack. 

“Meredith?” says a voice, and she looks up 

to see Arif. He is holding two bottles of 

water. “I got us taxi to Maninjau,” he says. 

He reaches to help with her backpack. “We 

go now.” 

“I’m not going,” says Meredith. Arif frowns, 

confused. Turning, she sees the three kids 

walking towards another cab, the driver 

struggling to balance one of their 

surfboards. The blond boy who’d come over 

to her glances back, the girl looking back 

too. She sees the boy shrug, both of them 

smirking. 

 

They have gone about ten steps when 

Meredith runs after them, the boy gasping in 

surprise as she pushes him to the ground, 

then slaps him. The others try to pull her off, 

to pin her arms, but she wriggles free of 

them, a whir of skinny sharp elbows. In the 

dark and the dust this boy could be her son. 

She kicks him, harder, and he screams. She 

kicks him again, then collapses onto hands 

and knees. Tears blind her eyes. Behind her 

own sobs, Meredith is sure she can hear her 

boy, crying out for his mother. 

*** 
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‘STARLESS DAY’ BY BARNALI 

SAHA 
 

Mahatma Gandhi Road, a drab thoroughfare 

liberally laden with potholes and open-

mouthed drains and housing a line of trees 

tumescent in the middle along its sides, 

trotted down its usual narrow serpentine 

course till it reached the little triangular park 

on its left with its bottle-green coloured low 

iron gate. A fruit monger with his rotting 

apples, sick oranges, and strands of fresh 

green semi-transparent grapes piled on a 

circular wicker basket sat listening to 

vintage Hindi songs next to the park gate. 

He was gently swaying to the sound of the 

music issued by his little gadget that stuck to 

his right ear. The yellow luminescence of the 

street light enlivened his brown bald spot 

illuminating it with sheen. The iron gate of 

the park with its chipping paint revealed its 

flaccid ferrous interior to the passing street, 

which perused it for a bit, thought better, 

and moved on deciding to leave ugliness 

behind. 

At the intersection tricolored traffic lights 

mounted on slender iron poles greeted the 

street with their hazy blinking gaze. A 

passerby’s wrath had caused the glass 

shielding the red stoplight to smash. Still 

unrepaired, shards of scarlet colored light 

emanated from behind its shattered 

exterior. A digital down counting clock fitted 

underneath the green signal revealing the 

wait-time as 192 seconds gently continued to 

lose time. The street crossed the 

intersection; turned left, continued running 

for a few hundred meters, adopted a 

sobriquet, and became Rajiv Gandhi Road. 

A few steps down this road, a little to its left, 

a squarish, single-roomed establishment 

loomed in obscurity. From inside the semi-

dark interior of this room bouts of laughter 

seasoned with tinkling of glass issued forth. 

If one went closer to the open leaf of the 

door and peeped in, one could see through 

the haze of tobacco-smoke, men sitting in 

cathartically relaxed pose at the carom 

table. Next to this little chamber, named 

Rajiv Gandhi Sporting Club, the statue of the 

man that gave both the street and the club 

their names stood on a pedestal with marble 

poise. Under the moonless night the 

expression of obdurate pride that played on 

the face of this alabaster man in the morning 

had turned into listless gloom. It was as if 

the statue with one upraised arm directed 

toward the heavens was imploring in 

unspoken words to be uplifted and 

transported elsewhere. A dog howled 

piteously and from inside one of the houses 

in the street the hollow reverberation of a 

steel chair dragged across a cemented floor 

could be heard. 

From the upper-story window of the two-

storied house standing opposite to the club 

and the statue, the anonymous tip of a 

cigarette glowed like the single infinitesimal 

orange eye of some night-insect. The man 

behind the light was hidden in the velvety 

darkness enveloping the sky, the street, and 

the houses nestling in it. A clock somewhere 

tinkled the midnight hour; a television set 
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switched off cutting midway a shrill female 

voice and thunderclaps of forced laughter 

embedded in the show. 

Presently, the man at the window moved 

away from his post and went back into the 

entrails of his damp, dark, desolate room. 

The house where he lived was a modest 

brick-structure in line with the other houses 

that flank the street. Vermillion sickles, 

hammers and stars adorned with slogans in 

big bold font stretched athwart the white 

painted outer walls of the house. A marble 

plaque embedded in the right side of the 

outer wall above a latch less, moldy 

letterbox carried the inscription 

Anandabhavan. One of the leaves of the 

door stood open, and the gloomy interior of 

the house lit by the hazy shimmer of a five 

watt bulb stared with an unwelcoming dusty 

gaze. Crossing the threshold and following 

the footsteps left behind on the dust laden 

entrance area by someone’s shoes and 

climbing up the first flight of stairs, turning 

left at the landing and climbing up the next 

flight of stairs, one found oneself 

confronting a closed door with bangle-

shaped knockers sticky with sweat and dirt 

descending from its middle. In this rented 

room our smoker had been living for the 

past five years. 

We now see him sitting on a wooden stool 

with a newly-lit cigarette dangling from the 

corner of his skin-peeling mouth. A lump the 

size of a pigeon’s egg swelled under the 

epidermis in his forehead area forming a 

lumpy lid-less, pupil-less, sight-less third eye. 

His skin was pale and yellowish, his back and 

arms smooth like the waxed skin of a 

woman. He had a pair of fine poetic eyes 

with a perpetual inebriated look about 

them. Frown lines formed a strange patina 

on his face and made him look older than his 

actual age. A huge virgin canvas mounted on 

an artist’s stand stood before him with the 

eager eyes of a bride. The man’s right hand 

with long black fingernails toyed with a size 

12 painting brush. On another stool next to 

him standing transfixed were a palette 

neatly washed, a box of oil paint and a small 

bottle of turpentine. The man sighed a bit 

and stared across the room and sighed 

again. 

The glimmer of a lamp suspended from the 

ceiling illuminated the room. On a table 

underneath the lamp, a number of 

canvasses of various shapes defiled by flicks 

of black paint rested in sepulchral peace. 

Standing next to this pile was a coffee cup at 

the base of which a coagulating mixture of 

oil paint, coffee-dregs and tobacco leaves 

coated the threads of the paintbrushes 

shoved upside down in it. A dish of lentils 

and rice buzzing with flies stared upward 

under the spotlight of the lamp. In another 

corner of the room, a bed mounted on 

bricks and adorned with crumpled 

unwashed sheets and shed cloths stared 

with the hopeless abandonment at the 

refugee now sitting on the rickety stool near 

the window. 

A fly buzzed near his ear and he absently 

mindedly flicked his hand. The cigarette 

dangling from his mouth fell on his naked 

thigh causing the skin to sizzle and burning a 

few strands of his hair. The man shot up 

from his perch, rubbed the spot, and began 

to pace up and down his room. He was 

breathing intermittent heavy breaths. He 

momentarily stopped in the middle of the 

room to stare at the table. The smell of 

rotting food nauseated him and he quickly 

moved away. Then he sat on his bed with his 

hands cupping his hair-heavy head. 

Presently, he looked up, his sleep-laden eyes 

alive with inspiration. He walked right across 

the room to where the painted portrait of a 

man with a red-bearded face, sunken cheeks 

and back-brushed red hair against a swirling 
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ice-blue background was nailed to the paint-

crumbling damp wall. Underneath the 

painting a label had the following 

inscription: VINCENT VAN GOGH; ‘Self 

Portrait: Saint-Rémy’, 1889 (oil on canvas). 

The man studied the painting, which he had 

painstakingly acquired from a friend in Paris. 

It was a neatly done replica of the real self-

picture that Van Gogh painted shortly after 

he had left the St. Remy asylum in 1889. Said 

to be one of the most intense self-portraits 

in the history of art, the painting depicted 

the careworn man adorned in a vivid shade 

of blue. Against the roiling commotion of 

the azure background done up in confusing 

swirls gathering energy as they ripple 

through his raiment and hair, we face the 

hollow eyes of a depressed individual from 

whom life had unkindly extricated the last 

vestige of hope and left him fighting a 

solitary, lopsided battle with the demons 

dwelling in his head. The psychological 

tension that the painting emanated made 

our artist’s already cold features even 

colder. He touched the cool glass of the 

picture frame with one finger, sighed, and 

moved away. Having walked a few steps 

down the room, he suddenly stopped in the 

middle of his stride, turned back, his eyes 

glistening, a frown on his face and came 

back toward the portrait. Stopping before it 

shortly, he went to an inbuilt bookshelf and 

brought down a heavy, dusty art manual and 

a thick book containing pictures of famous 

paintings of the world. He hastily leafed 

through the pages of the latter. 

Subsequently, he stopped; a smile added 

color to his face. The picture of Vincent Van 

Gogh’s Starry Night stared at him from the 

papyrus. 

The inmates of the ‘City of Joy’, her beggars, 

her rag pickers, her famished street dogs, 

her friendless widows all except her 

insomniacs slept soundly in the small hours 

of that moonless night. The insomniacs, 

barring one, that is, weaved endless dreams 

and generally whiled away pre-dawn hours 

doing nothing. The one aberrant insomniac 

in question was our artist who sat at his 

canvas, his right hand holding a paintbrush 

daubed in indigo. His left hand held a palette 

and in it royal blue, indigo, lemon yellow, 

white and black featured. The brush glided 

its way athwart the canvas forming a night 

sky swirling with undulating clouds. Against 

the background of the moonless and 

starless night outside, our artist was 

engaged in the craft of stellifaction—the act 

of making stars, charged with self-

luminescence. A yellow-ochre crescent 

moon caged in a lemon yellow halo set the 

sky in slow, silent motion. 

Stuck in his creative zone, the hand that 

painted the picture moved on like some 

mechanical apparatus unrelated to its 

original human owner. Sleep-drenched eyes 

red and moist with inspiration carefully 

scrutinized the print on the book from time 

to time and moved on. The virgin canvas was 

ravished by blue; blue adorned her sinews, 

her canvas skin. Blue, majestic blue caused 

life to burgeon once again in that drab room 

redolent of sweat, fear, depression and 

torpor. For once, blue was an iconoclast 

breaking, destroying establishments built of 

boredom and creative block. It was blue that 

brought the season of deluge; it was blue 

that set the sky ablaze with color after what 

seemed an eternal eclipse. 

The artist sat motionless from pre-dawn to 

dusk giving birth to the Starry Night on his 

canvas. Outside the window a homely sun 

greeted the city and bade it adieu.  The 

cleaning lady came, knocked, and went 

away. The milkman banged on the door and 

left too. And all this while, our artist 

continued to paint with the deft hands of a 

maestro. Under the curves of rolling hills, a 
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sleepy little town had materialized on his 

canvas. The sharp, pointed spire of a church 

forming the central point of the town stared 

like a cursing forefinger of a witch toward 

the blue sky. Its pointed tip towering abaft 

the other modest buildings created a jarring 

note in that abode of painted beatitude. A 

sense of isolation rippled through the church 

spire and gathered more force in a dark 

structure that appeared on the left of the 

painting. The magnificent structure like the 

tufted mass of done-up hair reflected the 

curving lines of the sky and added depth to 

the painting. Our artist deftly crafted this 

structure; and amused by its effect, painted 

a little golden star at its base: that was his 

improvisation in an otherwise perfect world 

of stars and nights. 

*** 

Mr. Rudraneel Dey who worked at the 

Kolkata Art Gallery, was a tall, fat, middle-

aged man with an apish face, a small nose, 

thick lips and a pair of droopy eyes. Sitting at 

his lavishly furnished office with an ivory pen 

stand on the table, a pair of large Raja Ravi 

Verma paintings in gilded frames on the wall 

and several antique knickknacks pleasantly 

organized in little wooden tables at various 

points in the room, the man licked close the 

last of the exhibition invites and thought 

about the painting he had received that 

morning by speed post. As a rule, Mr. Dey 

and the other officials working at the 

Kolkata Art Gallery, affiliated with the art 

college in town, and a proud venue 

showcasing new talents in the world of art, 

were strictly against accepting any 

reproduction. “Reproductions never show 

the real talent of an artist, and we strictly 

decline exhibiting any. An artist must paint 

something new; he must add new colors to 

the creative pool and not merely drink from 

it,” he was quoted saying in an interview 

with a local newspaper. 

Today his solemn resolution, however, was 

held at bay by the painting he had received 

in the morning. The sight of it had made him 

start; so creatively alive was the painting, so 

psychologically accurate was its aspect that 

Mr. Dey was forced to hold his judgment in 

abeyance for the time being. A letter of 

recommendation that accompanied the 

painting was written by one of Mr. Dey’s 

friends, an art connoisseur who has died in a 

plane crash a few years ago, made the 

situation more equivocal for him. 

“What should we do?” he asked his 

colleague, Mr. Kalyan Ghosh. 

“I think we should put it up; it’s a fine work, 

beyond a doubt,” replied Mr. Ghosh looking 

up from the painting and putting on his 

glasses that he had taken off while 

scrutinizing the canvas. “Makes you think 

it’s the original, marvelous job indeed,” he 

said in a hollow, unbelieving tone. “Do you 

know the artist? Who is he?” 

“Some Vijay Varun Guha,” said Mr. Dey 

reading the From address printed in the 

manila envelope. 

“Never heard of him; new artist, I suppose. 

Must be terribly talented though,” said Mr 

Ghosh looking once again at the canvas 

carrying the replica of Van Gogh’s Starry 

Night. “I think we should put it up; I 

definitely think we should,” Mr. Ghosh said 

resolutely. 

“But what about our reputation, Ghosh? 

People know we don’t exhibit replicas,” said 

Mr. Dey in an undecided tone. 

“I know, I know,” said Mr. Ghosh, “but this 

is an exception. You must consider it this 

time. You must see that the artist is highly 

talented.” 
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“I see that, but have you considered the 

other artists? What if they now all decide to 

send us replicas instead of original work?” 

“Then we shall have to decline their work 

one by one,” said Mr. Ghosh with a twinkle. 

“I think you are worrying too much, Rudra. 

Go ahead and talk to Nitin, and let’s put this 

up. I am sure nobody will object; and if they 

do, I will see to it.” 

“I don’t know what the press will say! They 

are sure to cover this exhibition? Remember 

what they called us last time?” 

“Not us, but you,” said Mr. Ghosh with a 

smile. “So what they called you a prude and 

a snob? You must learn not to take what the 

media say seriously, Rudra. This is a fine 

piece of work; look at the colors, so vivid, so 

original. I must say that we have exhibited 

original paintings more lackluster than this 

replica. I think we should give it a shot. 

Better find a place for it among the nudes 

and the abstracts,” Mr. Ghosh said with a 

chuckle. 

Mr. Dey sighed and said, “Well, all right. I will 

go and talk to Nitin and find a place for it.” 

“We must have a feature on the artist 

though. I will talk to Akash and the boys and 

get that going. Did he send a bio?” 

“No,” said Mr. Dey. “I hope this isn’t a 

fluke.” 

“I don’t care if it is,” said Mr. Ghosh. “He 

should have sent a bio though. I suppose he 

didn’t think we’ll accept him.” 

“I guess so,” said Mr. Dey. He hadn’t shown 

the letter of recommendation that came 

with the painting to his colleague. The few 

formal lines written on it did nothing to 

recommend the new artist, and so, 

considering the letter as a token of 

remembrance of his dead friend, he had 

locked it up among his other souvenirs. 

*** 

 “Look at the awful mess you’ve made,” said 

Malati, the fat, sweaty, cleaning lady as she 

removed the plate of rotten lentils and rice 

with one hand while covering her mouth her 

nostrils with the other. “Animals,” she said 

angrily walking back into the room and 

eyeing the massive dump that the artist 

called his room, “not humans live like this. 

How can you stay inside this room? It stinks. 

I don’t think a single cleaning can do 

anything to this room. “Mind you,” she 

continued, “you cannot blame me for this. I 

come every day and you never open up. I 

have a good mind to stop working for you,” 

she said looking up from the floor-level 

where she had squatted to pick up cigarette 

butts littered throughout the room and 

empty ant-infested and dusty tea cups 

stored under the bed. 

 

Vijay Varun Guha, the artist who painted the 

replica of Vincent Van Gogh’s Starry Night 

was standing by the window smoking a 

thoughtful cigarette. He took the cigarette 

out of his mouth and told the cleaning lady 

to stop talking and hasten with her work. 

This caused the woman to complain some 

more; but the artist was in no mind to listen 

to the gibberish of a cleaning woman. His 

mind was at present engaged in more 

fruitful thoughts like what he would say to 

the people from the gallery, how he would 

describe himself, and his art. He was 

debating if he should talk to them about the 

initial unsuccessful years following art 

school training; his stint at an advertising 

agency he quit for good, and his love for Van 

Gogh, whom he considered his agnatic 

muse. 
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“And, you are starting to look like him too,” 

Malati was saying. 

“What,” Vijay Varun said, catching half of 

the sentence the cleaning lady had 

vigorously voiced. 

“I said you’re starting to look like that 

crazed man whose picture you have on the 

wall,” Malati said pointing at the portrait of 

Van Gogh that hung slightly crooked from 

the wall, “What a ghastly face he has; I don’t 

understand why you have it on the wall, it 

makes the room more gloomy.” 

“I certainly don’t look like him,” Vijay Varun 

said taking the cigarette out of his mouth. 

“Oh, yes, you do,” said the cleaning lady, “I 

may not be intelligent but I have excellent 

eyes, so my husband says. You certainly look 

like that horrible looking man in blue,” she 

said more vigorously than before and 

without waiting for a reply left the room 

carrying a pail of water and a mop. 

Vijay Varun sighed and discarded the 

cigarette end into an ashtray Malati had kept 

on the table. The room certainly looked 

cleaner and fresher. He walked to the little 

shaving mirror that hung on the wall next to 

the bed. A face with protruding cheek bones 

and a pigeon-egg like lump on the forehead 

stared at him. The unshaved stubble on his 

face was tainted at spots with brown and 

red specks from the colors he had been 

using in his last painting. He looked closer, 

the sight of a familiar face greeted him: it 

was his own face, with touches too hard to 

ignore of the face that hung incarcerated in 

a frame at another wall. The pair of tired, 

contemplative eyes, the frown lines, the 

bushy eyebrows, the beaky nose, all resting 

on his face pointed unmistakably at the 

features of another crystallized in oil and 

paint in 1889. 

Vijay Varun’s heart began to pound inside his 

frail chest. He wondered if what he saw 

inside the mirror— his own reflection, that 

is— was in some way influenced by his long, 

depressive days at bed during which he 

often went without food. With sudden 

surprise as he read his face, he noticed how 

the pallor of his skin made his face seem 

deader than living and brimming with blood 

and life. He pulled down his lower eye-lids 

and inspected the interior of his eyes one by 

one: their fleshy insides were faint-pink 

suggesting that some otherworldly force, 

some pain, some emotion, he knew not 

what, had extracted over time from Vijay 

Varun Guha’s body most of the blood he had 

once possessed. 

“They are here for the interview,” Malati 

said with a raised voice from outside the 

door and Vijay Varun forgetting his worries, 

happily went out to greet the harbingers of 

success. 

*** 

Mr. Rudraneel Dey’s worries about 

exhibiting the replica of Van Gogh’s Starry 

Night in his gallery vanished when he heard 

the rave reviews of the painting put forward 

by the press and the guests attending the 

exhibition where it was featured. 

“The Kolkata Art Gallery had included in 

their last exhibition the most glorious replica 

of Starry Night that had ever come across 

the art world in India,” wrote The Daily 

Statesman, a highbrow newspaper in their 

Sunday Supplement. A well-known art critic 

commenting on the painting said in a 

television interview: “The beauty of the 

painting is startling; the depth of sorrow and 

solitude that the original painting evokes is 

so fabulously replicated by Vijay Varun Guha 

that one wonders if one is not seeing the 

original and not the replica.” A guest who 
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came to see the exhibition wrote the 

following comment on the visitor’s book: 

“Vijay Varun Guha’s Starry Night is visual 

poetry.” All this assured Rudraneel Dey and 

his colleagues that art, in any form, at the 

hand of a genius effloriates like a brilliant 

flower that always, always dazzles the eye. 

On the final day of the exhibition when Vijay 

Varun Guha was asked a million questions by 

the eager press, the answers to which he 

had long prepared in his head, the artist felt, 

for the first time in his life, and after what 

had seemed an agonizingly long wait, the 

bitter-sweet taste of success. The press 

photographed him standing next to his 

painting and explaining his method to a 

burgeoning artist, or giving autographs to 

fans with a glow of satisfaction in his 

sunken, dark face. 

One Sunday morning two months after his 

sweeping success at the Kolkata Art Gallery 

exhibition, Vijay Varun Guha read over a cup 

of tea a feature about him in a national 

magazine. With a proud chuckle he looked at 

his picture that graced the front cover of the 

magazine and read the witty line heading 

the feature: “Thou Art, Man!” 

Over time Vijay Varun had been 

commissioned by at least fifty art 

connoisseurs from different parts of India to 

paint Starry Night for them. The feature 

commented on that as well on the fact that 

Vijay Varun had recently received a 

commission to paint the replica of Van 

Gogh’s masterpiece for an international art 

collector in Paris too. The writer of the 

feature then wondered if the artist “who 

unmistakably looked like Van Gogh could go 

on painting Starry Night for the rest of his 

life.” 

This paragraph bearing the above query 

disturbed Vijay Varun a great deal. He didn’t 

like the idea of looking like the depressed 

Van Gogh. Disturbed, he got up from his 

chair. His once dull, drab room now 

repainted and decorated with expensive 

furnishing and furniture had none of its 

original untidiness. The walls were now 

painted white and on one of them hung the 

print of the self-portrait of Van Gogh and on 

another hung one of the several replicas of 

Starry Night that Vijay Varun had made in 

recent times. Another half-finished painting 

nestled snugly on the table under the full-

blown light of the sun that came streaming 

in through the open window. 

It was a warm day but Vijay Varun felt cold. 

He wondered why people got the idea that 

he looked like Van Gogh. He went to the 

mirror and examined his clean shaven face. 

No, the initial resemblance with the portrait 

that had caught his eyes a few months back 

had vanished. May be, he thought, it was 

something the feature mentioned matter-of-

factly and that the writer didn’t mean 

anything when she wrote that he looked like 

the painter whose original he copied. 

The telephone rang and Vijay Varun picked it 

up. It was the collector who commissioned 

the latest Starry Night he had been painting 

enquiring if he should come in the evening 

to see it and take if it were finished. The 

artist assured him that it would be finished 

by mid-afternoon and he could come and 

get it in the evening. 

The man, a young, lanky fellow with a horse 

like face and beady eyes, came early in the 

evening and after exchanging a few words 

with the artist and congratulating him for his 

success, he caught sight of the portrait of 

Van Gogh on the wall. 

“By Jove,” he said, “what a great portrait. I 

never saw this self-portrait of Van Gogh 

before. It certainly is one of the rare one’s; 
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how did you get it? It’s not the real one I 

hope.” 

“Oh, no, no; it’s a replica. A friend gave it to 

me,” said Vijay Varun neatly giving the 

touch-ups to his new Starry Night painting. 

“The poor fellow died in a plane crash when 

he was returning to Paris after giving me this 

painting.” 

“You know what,” said the man in a thrilled 

tone, still gazing at the painting, “you 

look…” 

“A lot like him, right?” Vijay Varun said 

without looking up from his canvas. 

“Yes, I mean, it’s just like your face, 

complete in all details except that lump on 

your forehead. Must be uncanny looking like 

the man whose painting you copy,” he said 

looking at Vijay Varun. 

“It doesn’t bother me,” Vijay Varun said with 

a forced smile listening to the quickening 

beat of his heart. “You must go now,” he 

presently said to the visitor, “and be careful 

with the painting; it’s not quite dry yet.” 

The visitor paid the artist his fees, thanked 

him, and inspecting the artist’s face in utter 

amazement for some time, left. 

The artist shut the door and rushed to Van 

Gogh’s portrait and carefully brought it 

down. He then went to the bathroom and 

switched on all the light bulbs as well as the 

tube light and looked into the mirror. A cold 

shiver ran down his spine. He observed with 

utter amazement that his hair and beard had 

started to turn red, not the natural red, but 

the vivid burgundy of Van Gogh’s face in his 

portrait. He noticed how a couple of lines 

descended from underneath his left eye, just 

like the ones on Van Gogh’s face in the 

picture. Vijay Varun felt nauseated and 

putting the painting on the toilet seat 

washed his face time and again scrubbing it 

with soap so as to erase all traces of the 

other’s face his visage bore. 

As the artist toweled his face he felt 

relieved. He tried to convince himself that it 

was all a trick of the mind and then his eyes 

fell on the picture atop the toilet seat. An 

unmistakable smile had manifested in that 

tightlipped mouth of the portrait, and that 

same smile, Vijay Varun noticed in the 

mirror, was playing on his face too. It cannot 

be, it cannot be, he said to himself seeing 

the smile now widening in the painting and 

on his reflection in the mirror 

simultaneously, spontaneously, 

unbeknownst to him, unforced by him. Vijay 

Varun gave a loud cry and lost balance. The 

soapy floor made him slip and he fell with a 

thud on the wet bathroom floor and fainted. 

The doctors at the nursing home where Vijay 

Varun was taken told the lanky young man 

who admitted him therein that the artist had 

barely a month to live. “I am afraid we can’t 

help him,” said the doctor with a grim 

resolution, “his brain is infested with cancer. 

I am sorry to say that it’s stage 4.” 

“Can’t he have chemo or something?” asked 

the young man. 

“Nothing will help him at this stage, I am 

afraid; I will give him sedatives and pain 

killers to ease the discomfort. Are you any 

relation?” 

“No, I am just an acquaintance. Actually, I 

came to collect a painting he was doing for 

me. You must have heard of him, the Starry 

Night man?” 

“Oh yes,” said the doctor looking at the 

fragile, skeletal frame of the man lying on 

the bed. “He does look like Van Gogh. I went 

in for art training a few years before I joined 

med school.” The doctor added. 
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“I told him as much this evening when I 

came to collect the painting. I think mine will 

be the last replica of the Starry Night that 

will be made by him. What a pity! You know, 

I thought he looked funny when I saw him 

last; glad I left my wallet in the apartment 

and went back to fetch it. He was lying on 

the floor of the adjoining bathroom with a 

portrait of Van Gogh next to him. Must have 

had a nasty fall.” 

“Do you know if he has any family or 

relations?” asked the doctor. 

“No idea. I must leave now, I have some 

people coming over to see the painting in an 

hour,” said the young man. He then shook 

the doctor’s hand and turned to leave. 

“Oh, by the way, doctor,” the man stopped 

and went back to the physician still standing 

near the entrance of the cabin where they 

kept Vijay Varun, “here’s the portrait of Van 

Gogh I found next to him.” The doctor 

raised his eyebrows. 

“I think he likes it,” the young man said 

handing the damp photo frame holding the 

8/10 picture of Van Gogh and left. 

Twice during his month long stay during 

most of which Vijay Varun was in a comatose 

state, he woke up and muttered something. 

The nurse attending to him the first time 

didn’t understand what the patient was 

saying and called the doctor. The doctor too 

failed to understand the broken Dutch the 

man was speaking and thought he was 

asking for the photograph of Van Gogh his 

eyes rested on. He handed him the picture 

and felt better. Vijay Varun, however, 

recoiled and lost consciousness once again. 

The second time he awoke and spoke, the 

nurse, an intelligent young girl, put two and 

two together and gave the artist a notepad 

and a couple of blue children’s crayons she 

had and left. When she came back she 

found, to her surprise, that the pages of the 

notepad have been painted with blue swirls 

and big, ugly yellow dots. She extracted the 

notepad from the soft-clutch of the artist’s 

left hand. She found him lying unconscious 

still grabbing hold in his right hand the blue 

crayon the nurse had handed him and with 

which he had made the curious blue waves. 

As she was inspecting the blue waves, an 

attendant beckoned the nurse to attend to 

another emergency patient in the 

neighboring cabin, and hurriedly she left the 

room stopping just once to throw away the 

notepad with blue swirls in a bin among 

discarded syringes, blood-stained cotton 

swabs, broken vials and tissue paper. 

Vijay Varun Guha died on the Tuesday 

following the day he last muttered his few 

muffled words and had painted blue waves 

on paper. Death, however, never came to 

our artist on the wings of a starry night. It 

was underneath the brilliant sunshine of a 

starless day that he breathed his last. 
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‘IT HAPPENED LAST CHRISTMAS’ 

BY SURENDRA MOHANTY 
 

 “You look very handsome!” she said with a 

naughty smile and aimed her Nikon at me. I 

smiled, somewhat flustered and adjusted my 

scarf. She clicked. We were at a private 

Christmas party – a small gathering of no 

more than thirty people – hosted by my 

entrepreneur friend at his penthouse at 

Delhi. But who was she? I could not place 

her… perhaps a friend of my host. There 

was something captivating about her eyes 

— doe eyes! I wondered if I had seen her 

earlier. Maybe she resembled someone I 

knew. 

“Am I too fast for you?” she added as she 

shifted a few steps sideways, stooped to 

catch me singly in her frame and snapped. 

“Oh, no, not at all,” I replied, mightily 

pleased with myself, though a bit taken by 

surprise. Was I really looking dashing or was 

it her way of chatting with and pleasing 

everyone? I wondered. With an oval face 

that appeared perfectly chiselled, large eyes 

and with her hair tied back in a bun, she 

looked particularly striking. She had that 

smile that seemed to greet everyone around 

permanently with a ‘Merry Christmas’ kind 

of expression.  Her stilettos added another 

three inches to her already tall figure. With 

that she stood nearly my height – five feet 

nine. She was fair, very fair, in her 

complexion, and from her accent I thought 

she was Anglo-Indian. But I could be wrong, 

these days most youngsters put on an 

accent, especially at parties. She could, at 

most, be in her mid-twenties. With all her 

grace, she flitted about among groups of 

people clicking away pictures and helping 

them fill their glasses. 

 

I moved around among little groups of men 

and women, holding a glass of champagne, 

now ever more conscious of the compliment 

she had just offered. I found our host and 

approached him to ask about this girl when 

she caught me stealing a glance at her and 

headed straight for us. 

“One more picture please,” she said as she 

got me and my host to stand side by side 

and focused her camera on us. 

“Why not? Go on, shoot me; I am so pleased 

with your comment, ready to die for it,” I 

responded with some abandon. 

“I am particularly fascinated by you,” she 

said and got me smiling. Flash, went the 

Nikon. That sentence worked better than 

“say cheese”, I thought and turned to my 

host with a who-is-she look. He understood. 

“Ah here, this is Debra. I bet you cannot 

spell that name,” he introduced her. “Debra, 

you know my friend, Sameer, don’t you?” 

“Of course, I know Mr. Sameer,” she replied 

with all her attention on me. 

She knew me? But how? I started 

rummaging inside my brain, but I could not 

trace any association with her. My host 

interrupted my thoughts. “By the way, 

Debra is helping me look after my guests, 

this evening,” he added. “Thanks Debbie, 

you’re doing a great job.” He moved on to 
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another company. Left alone with her I was 

at a loss for words. I simply raised my glass, 

nodded and smiled in appreciation. That 

short introduction kept me challenged — 

Debra, how do you spell that name? But 

before I could ask her, she excused herself 

and hurried away to another group. 

 

Whatever it was, I was enjoying her 

adulation. She reminded me of Liza. I filled 

my glass and let my mind drift to my first 

love. Liza and I went strong for a couple of 

years. We loved each other and had plans to 

marry, but her parents got her married off to 

someone else. I didn’t begrudge her that; 

after all, like many Indian girls she abided by 

her parents wishes and had to sacrifice her 

personal love. She loved me and wanted to 

marry me, she had told me that. I often used 

to tell her how beautiful she was, but she 

had never said what Debra told me – You 

look very handsome. I met Liza’s husband 

later, he was indeed handsome. Was that 

why she gave in to her parent’s choice 

without any resistance? Whatever, first love 

is something one never wishes to forget, 

and I still hold very dear the memories of 

that blissful spell. 

I didn’t remain heartbroken for long after 

Liza got married. I found solace in Amrita, a 

small time stage actress. She was strikingly 

pretty, and that was why she could grab lead 

roles in many plays. She had her mind on the 

silver screen and had already made her 

debut appearance with a small role in a film. 

We always met at her place or mine, when 

she wasn’t occupied with her rehearsals. She 

avoided being spotted outdoors with me. 

We hugged and kissed, and that’s as far as 

we went during our brief interludes. She 

didn’t let me cross the line; I never went as 

far as I had gone with Liza. 

Amrita was very beautiful, and I had told her 

that over and over again. She accepted my 

compliments with a smile or at times with a 

hug. Indeed, she still is very beautiful; I see 

her on TV sometimes, though now in 

motherly appearances. 

I moved into another town and wrote her a 

couple of letters. We spoke over the phone 

sometimes, but our interactions dwindled as 

both of us got busy with our jobs. I could 

only keep track of her successes in films. She 

always had a bagful of assignments in the 

form of minor roles in television serials and 

in films, and she was quite content with that. 

She never got married. 

And here I was, at the mercy of Debra, who 

was pouring me another drink. Our host had 

been very generous to keep the champagne 

flowing. “Can you spell Debra?” she asked 

with a glint of amusement in her eyes. She 

had caught me with the very question I had 

in mind for her. 

“D, E, B, R, A,” I replied, carefully uttering 

each letter but with some uncertainty. 

She pursed her dainty lips in the manner of a 

winner in a minor bet and shook her head 

from side to side. “No,” she said 

emphatically. “D, E, B, O, R, A, H, Debra,” 

she called out each letter and completed her 

assertion by pronouncing her name in two 

distinct syllables. “Never mind, I am still 

fascinated with you, handsome.” She moved 

on to look after other guests. 

Was she pulling my leg? I wondered. Even if 

she was, it was quite all right. There was no 

way I could get serious with her, or she with 

me. Or could we? I put her at mid-twenties, 

or at most late-twenties. And I – in my fifties, 

early fifties if that be some consolation. Yet I 

was feeling good about her praises — 

fascinated with you, handsome! Even I am 

fascinated with those dainty lips of yours, 
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they are designed to speak the sweetest 

words ever, I thought. This calls for another 

drink. I quaffed the remaining champagne in 

my glass. 

I looked back at the list of women in my life, 

as I helped myself with another drink. There 

was Millie with whom I was fascinated in a 

casual sort of way. Honestly, one wouldn’t 

say she was beautiful but I repeatedly told 

her that she was the most beautiful girl in 

Delhi. She lapped up my flattery and was 

playfully naughty in her chides. I knew, as 

she did too, that we could not take our affair 

to any serious level. She was already 

engaged to someone in Mumbai. 

This casual fling occurred when Millie joined 

our office for a small project work that 

lasted a couple of months. It fizzled out just 

the way it had started. She completed her 

assignment and moved back to Pune, and 

that was that. We had promised to keep in 

touch, and I wrote her a few emails with my 

smooth comments, to which she didn’t 

respond. I felt piqued, somewhat cheated. 

Even in an insincere way, she could have 

reciprocated; after all, she had been 

enjoying my adulatory attentions, to say 

nothing of my treats at expensive 

restaurants. 

 

Whether it was Liza, Amrita or Millie, the 

compliments were always one way — from 

me to them, and never the other way. No 

one, not even Liza, had ever told me such 

endearing words. Men would be willing to 

die to hear such words from a girl. They 

would do anything to receive a compliment 

about their physical fitness, their good 

looks. Why else do men take to sports or to 

battle for that matter? But I guess, women, 

particularly Indian women, are reserved in 

their praise and in their love for men. Love is 

seldom expressed in words or with such 

gestures as hugs and kisses. And here I was 

facing Debra, no Deborah, yes Debbie, a 

contrarian Indian woman, who, at our first 

meeting, had caught me off guard with her 

praises and attention. 

You look very handsome- the words kept 

ringing in my head. Her words were ethereal 

and reassuring. I was going rapturous over 

all these, and visualizing future possibilities 

between us, though I was far ahead of her in 

age. What is it she wants? The question kept 

popping up in my mind. 

“One cannot get drunk on champagne,” said 

my host as he got my glass filled again. 

“What is it she wants?” I asked him. 

“Who? Deborah? Why don’t you ask her? 

Peace at home, I guess. Her parents used to 

quarrel over everything, every time. Anyway, 

that’s stopped now. Her mother died about 

a year back… I believe her father used to 

beat her mother up.” 

“Oh, I have been lucky,” I mulled over aloud 

for my good friend, my host to hear. “I have 

been in love many times over; each time 

with all my heart, so much so that I never 

had the need to marry.” 

But then there was Kavita, to whom I almost 

got married. 

That was because our parents wanted us to 

get married. They got us engaged and let us 

meet each other briefly at times. During our 

so-called arranged dates, we visited cinemas 

and parks, often with a little relative of hers. 

Kavita’s parents seldom allowed me to take 

her out for more than an hour. Even during 

that brief spell she insisted that her little 

cousin accompany us. Eventually, I came to 

realise that she wasn’t the kind of girl I was 

looking forward to settling down with. I 
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found her boring, unintelligent. All she had 

to talk about was what her parents or some 

friend had told her about settling down as a 

good housewife. 

Even so I never failed to tell her that she was 

very pretty, to which she blushed or 

changed the topic. No hugs or thanks like 

Amrita used to offer. Imagine: I say “you 

look so beautiful in that dress”, and she 

says, “we must get back now; Mom has 

asked me to return home early”. What a put 

off! 

After some deep thinking, I took the stand 

that I wasn’t prepared to spend the rest of 

my life with Kavita, who was intellectually 

lacking to the extent that with her, I would 

still be lonesome. As I think back now, 

maybe it was unfair on my part to break the 

engagement, but I take some comfort in the 

thought that it was better to have ended it 

in the beginning than to have ended it later 

in a divorce. 

 

I was never sure of what I wanted in life. 

That’s how my life went on; I remained a 

bachelor boy, and many a lonely time I 

allowed my mind to indulge in nostalgic 

thoughts about the women in my life. And at 

every such moment Liza’s face popped up 

prominently. She was the one I cared for the 

most. Honestly, it wasn’t Liza’s or her 

parents” fault alone. Indeed, it wasn’t their 

fault at all. It was my parents to blame for 

not letting us marry. Religion was the issue 

— we, Hindus, they Christians… And Anglos 

at that! Poor Liza, she had no choice but to 

go by her parents’ guidance to cover her 

situation up. As I look back, it was I who was 

to blame the most, for sulking behind and 

not standing up to my parents” dogma. I 

have cursed myself in silence long enough. 

Indeed, just the other day, I had seen her in 

my dreams: She was reaching out to me 

while I was driving out. I slowed down, 

shook her hand through the window and 

drove on. I had woken up with a pang of 

nostalgia. 

Why not another glass of the sparkling 

liquid? I questioned myself. Did someone say 

one can’t get drunk on champagne? Look at 

me. I was tottering, a bit; wasn’t I? No, I was 

walking straight.  I walked over to the bar in 

the far corner. That was when the music 

started and the Christmas ball got rolling. I 

saw many eager feet tapping away on the 

floor. I placed my glass on the counter and 

indicated to the barman to fill it. 

Someone took the glass away and held my 

hand. Deborah again. She smiled and asked 

me to join her on the floor. My mind was not 

thinking clearly now. My senses were a bit 

tipsy. Would it be all right to stagger on the 

floor? What about my host? Nothing. Then 

what about the others? Who others? Debra 

could not wait till my mind cleared. She held 

my hand and walked to the centre of the 

floor and started swinging to the slow 

rhythm. Well, we continued to dance till … I 

can’t remember. 

But I remember some small talk we had. 

“You knew me, you said. Have we met 

earlier?” I asked. 

“No we haven’t, but I know you from your 

letters.” 

“Letters? I never wrote you… emm… on 

Facebook? 

“I have this wish to reveal to you…” An 

announcement interrupted her revelation: 

“Dinner is served”. 

 

Immediately, Deborah got reminded of her 

host-duties. “Oh me gosh! Is it time for 
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dinner?” she exclaimed and left the floor. 

She then dutifully looked after the guests, 

including me. 

It was time to leave. I was still elated and 

feeling good. I am past my midlife and I still 

see flowers. Am I not blessed? This twenty-

something appears fascinated by me. While 

these thoughts crossed my mind, I bid 

farewell to my host and to Deborah. 

“Thanks Deborah,” I said. “You played the 

perfect host.” 

She walked with me to the lift. I guessed she 

had something to tell me. Something 

personal! Something left half-said before 

dinner. 

“You got my name right?” she asked. 

“Yes,” I said. “Deborah, spelt Deborah and 

spoken Debra, also Debbie. Right? 

“Right. Deborah Wright. I am the daughter 

of Elizabeth Fernandez. Liza… She died of 

cancer, miserably… clutching your letters.” 

She smiled a melancholic smile into which 

she managed to add an obvious sense of 

satisfaction, as she waved at me and walked 

a couple of steps back, out of the lift. 

Before my mind could arrange the many 

names and surnames that she told, the door 

shut and the lift started to descend. 

And suddenly, came the moment of 

epiphany, everything fell into place. The doe-

eyes, the pursed lips; I had seen them 

earlier. Liza, Elizabeth Fernandez. Elizabeth 

Wright. I remembered having met the 

handsome Mr. Wright with my Liza some 25 

years ago. I looked up with longing; she had 

ascended. 

*** 
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‘MANGO MOODS’ BY REETA 

MANI 
 

As the cool evening breeze swept the stray 

curls off her face, Chitra eagerly glanced at 

the steel platter next to her. Big, enticing 

chunks of raw, green mangoes smeared 

generously with salt and a shocking red chili 

powder made her salivate in anticipation. 

She impatiently picked up a slice and 

instinctively closed her eyes as she parted 

her lips. With the first bite, the fiery-sour 

chunk instantaneously caused her taste-
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buds to explode with relish. The intense 

tartness disseminated inside her mouth and 

quivers of aftershocks radiated to her 

cheeks, jaws and ears. Chitra winced and 

cupped her face with both her hands as she 

chewed on. 

As Chitra relaxed on the woven-rope bed in 

the open courtyard, she glanced at the two 

magnificent mango trees laden heavily with 

fruit which formed an evergreen canopy 

over the courtyard. These mango trees 

made her nostalgic about her parental 

home, yet, they were the only reason she 

felt at home here. As Chitra savoured the 

tangy chunks, she seductively ran her 

tongue over her lips and pondered how 

similar her life was to the slivers of raw 

mango dunked into pounded red chili 

powder. Astonishingly sour and scorching 

hot-yet delightfully delicious…… 

She caressed her discernible abdominal 

bulge and heaved a sigh of relief. Just one 

more month to go and the family heir will be 

born….about the same time when the green 

mangoes neatly stacked in hay-baskets in 

the store-room will turn luscious ripe and 

saccharine sweet. 

“Chitra, come in dear! It is prayer time,” 

Narayani amma called out from the kitchen. 

Chitra picked up the empty plate and 

carefully rose to her feet to join her mother-

in-law. Narayani amma had lighted the oil 

lamp and decorated the deity in the puja-

room with flowers. She tenderly applied a 

speck of vermilion on Chitra’s forehead, 

offered a sweet as prasadam and embraced 

her. “May you be blessed with a healthy, 

baby boy!” she said as she beamed with joy. 

 

Chitra pinched herself to confirm that she 

was not dreaming. She felt uneasy basking 

in so much love and attention. Was this the 

same Narayani amma who had tortured her 

all these years with cruel barbs for her 

barren womb? She had almost come to 

believe that her mother-in-law was incapable 

of ever loving her or for that matter 

anybody at all. And soon after Chitra 

discovered that she was pregnant after 

eight years of marriage, she found herself 

suddenly being smothered with love and 

care and attention and food. 

Prasad arrived from work early and spent all 

his time chatting with Chitra, until Narayani 

amma called out for dinner. Chitra had never 

doubted her husband’s love and devotion 

for her. She only wished he had a mind of his 

own; it was as if Narayani amma thought 

and spoke for both of them. 

Chitra wished her parents had been alive to 

share her joy. She felt nostalgic as she 

reminisced the wonderful childhood years 

spent in their cozy village. Their house was 

nestled in a mango orchard and Chitra could 

tell the time of the year by sniffing the 

breeze that drifted from the grove. 

The cool winter months from December to 

February would herald the mango flowering 

season, clusters of tiny rose-white florets 

contrasting with the green leaves. The 

house cloaked in air thick with the fragrance 

of the flowering mango trees would portend 

the fast approaching annual exam and it was 

time to start burning mid-night oil. By the 

time bunches of tiny green globular 

mangoes sprouted and fell off to form a 

carpet on the ground below, it would be late 

March or early April and summer vacation 

would have begun. 

Vacation time was mango time! She couldn’t 

wait for the sour, green mangoes to grow 

big enough to be plucked and made into 

fresh pickle. Her father would call out to be 

careful as she nimbly climbed onto the trees 
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and yanked the dangling mangoes off the 

branches with their long stems intact. She 

would be cautious not to snap the stem 

from the mango; the sticky sap that oozed 

out could cause blisters on her skin or burn 

her eyes! She would wash the mangoes 

clean with a pail of water from the well in 

their backyard and rush to hand them to her 

mother. 

Her mother would gently squat on the floor 

and pull the cutting tool open-a sharp 

curved iron blade with an oval, serrated tip, 

fixed to a rectangular wooden plank- and 

begin her task. Chitra would watch intently 

as each mango was vertically slit and the 

two identical halves of the tender white, 

bean shaped seed were scooped out 

revealing a deep dimple on each half of the 

mango. As her mother would proceed to cut 

each half with consummate ease into small, 

identical cubes, Chitra couldn’t keep herself 

from munching on some. 

Her mother would then toss in salt, red chili 

powder and crushed raw mustard into the 

huge bowl of chopped, raw mangoes. The 

seasoning would be poured into it; a crackle 

of mustard and fenugreek seeds in hot 

gingelly oil, followed by a pinch of 

asafoetida-and voila, fresh mango pickle 

would be ready! Ah! The heavenly aroma! 

Wasn’t fresh mango pickle the best thing 

that could have ever happened to mankind? 

Chitra would want to exclaim in delight! She 

would scoop ladles of the spicy-sour pickle 

onto her palm and lick it clean! Who would 

want to wait until lunch time to savour this 

divine offering? 

 

By the end of May, it would be time to 

harvest the mangoes. A group of skilled men 

from the village would be called for the job. 

They would arrive with long bamboo sticks 

with a sharp sickle tied to one end. Their 

lithe bodies would deftly manoeuvre the 

most devious branches to strip the tree of 

every single mango, which would be gently 

dropped into a jute sack. At the end of the 

day the mango trees lush with fruit 

moments ago, would suddenly look bare 

and melancholic, bereft of their dignity. 

A major chunk of the harvest would be 

buried in haystacks in a cool, dark, dry room 

to ripen. Rest of the mangoes would be 

pickled, transferred into huge, glazed, off-

white ceramic jars with honey-brown tops, 

oil poured to the brim and their lids covered 

and tied with a white muslin cloth. The jars 

would disappear into dark kitchen shelves, 

and be left undisturbed to age with grace. It 

would be months or sometimes even years 

before the mango pickle found its way to 

the meal-platters- a piece of hard pit covered 

with soft, succulent flesh, soaked to its core 

in the delectable spices. 

Baskets-full of mangoes that missed the jute 

sack and fell to the ground were treated like 

outcasts.  Pickles could go bad if these 

mangoes inadvertently made their way into 

one. Neither could they be left to ripen 

because they would inevitably rot on the 

side of the impact. These mangoes would be 

cut into chunks and passed on to children to 

be eaten with salt and chili powder. The rest 

of these mangoes would all be cut into long, 

narrow strips, salted and sun-dried for use in 

the kitchen for the rest of the year. 

Since childhood, mangoes were a way of life 

for Chitra. They found their way into every 

other edible item- jams, juices, chutneys, 

sambhar, kozhambu…. It is the Mangai 

pachadi that rings in the auspicious New 

Year too- Chitra thought to herself! She 

recalled how her Patti made it with semi-ripe 

mangoes, jaggery, chili and dried neem 

flowers thrown in. As a child Chitra detested 
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the bitter flavour of neem in it. But Patti 

used to tell her that the Mangai 

pachadisymbolizes our life-a blend of sweet, 

sour, spicy and bitter happenings! 

Did Patti have a premonition of the 

bitterness she was to face in her marital life? 

 

After she got married, her parents had only 

seen her sufferings and felt her pain as long 

as they were alive. When Chitra’s mother 

had made a meek suggestion to Prasad 

about adopting a child, Narayani amma had 

exploded with rage. “We are high caste 

Brahmins and our family heir will have our 

blood. I will never accept any other child as 

my grand-son.” 

Prasad had chosen to keep mum. 

It was an irony of fate that when she had 

found happiness her dear parents were not 

with her to share it. 

Neither was Jason or Usha in town anymore 

to share her joy with. 

Jason had joined six years ago as a peon in 

the same school where she worked as a 

teacher. He had been raised in an orphanage 

in a neighbouring city.  Chitra and her other 

colleagues realized Jason deserved a better 

job-but he needed to study further. Every 

evening after school, Chitra spent a few 

extra hours in the staff room coaching Jason 

towards achieving a graduate degree. He 

had passed his exams with flying colours and 

had got himself a lucrative job in the Gulf. 

Chitra had been elated when he got the new 

job, yet she had felt a twinge of sadness to 

part with Jason, who had become a close 

friend by then. She would confide in him and 

shed tears agonizing over her troubles. 

Jason would patiently lend an ear and 

sympathize with her. How happy he would 

have been to hear about her impending 

motherhood! Unfortunately, Chitra had 

known about her pregnancy after Jason had 

left their town for good. He would have 

excitedly nodded his head-the dark mop of 

unruly curls- and advised her to take extra 

care of her health. She vividly remembered 

with fondness, the twinkle in his eyes and 

the thick bushy eyebrows that collided at 

the centre and spun into a curious circular 

maze on his forehead. Like a whirlpool. 

Her heart was filled with pride when she 

talked about Jason’s achievements to 

Prasad. After all she deserved at least part of 

the credit for it! Since Prasad had never met 

Jason, Chitra had wanted to invite him home 

for lunch before he left. But Narayani amma 

had refused. “What? A boy whose caste, 

creed or religion is unknown? I cannot allow 

him to step into our home!” she had 

snapped. Prasad made no attempts to 

convince his mother nor did he evince any 

interest in meeting Jason.  Chitra felt truly 

let down, but she knew Jason would 

understand. 

She missed Usha awfully as well. For several 

years Usha had been her colleague, friend 

and a shoulder-to-cry-on, but she and her 

family had migrated to the city for good, 

two years ago.  When Chitra had failed to 

conceive three years into her marriage, she 

had suggested to Prasad that both of them 

go to the city to see a doctor. Narayani 

amma never forgave her for that outrageous 

suggestion. Did Chitra doubt her son’s ability 

to father a child? It was she-Chitra who 

needed a doctor to look into her fruitless 

womb and she was free to go anywhere for 

a check-up. 

Prasad chose not to defy his mother, lest he 

incur her wrath. He started spending more 

time at office to avoid any altercations. 
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It was Usha who accompanied Chitra to the 

city on ‘official work’ where Chitra got her 

medical check-up done. The gynaecologist 

found no obvious medical problems and 

advised her to come back with her spouse. 

Chitra never went back to her doctor, nor 

did she mention anything about the visit to 

Prasad or Narayani amma. How could she? In 

any case it would have been futile to 

convince Prasad to get himself tested. She 

had no choice but to suffer the agony 

mutely. And keep praying. 

Her beautiful baby boy was born on a bright 

morning in May. The warm, humid air in 

Chitra’s dainty town was saturated with the 

invigorating aroma of golden succulent 

mangoes that the market place was laden 

with. 

As Prasad dotingly watched, Narayani amma 

snuggled her grandson to her bosom and 

wept with joy. Her prayers had been finally 

answered and the heir to her family had 

arrived. True-blue Brahmin blood coursed 

through his slender veins. Chitra had 

remained childless for so many years that 

she had almost lost hopes of ever seeing a 

grandson. She had been fraught with fear 

and despair at the prospect of no heir being 

born to inherit and propagate the family 

name. In fact, she had clandestinely started 

to look for a new bride for Prasad. Obviously 

Prasad couldn’t live without a child all his 

life! 

Chitra’s bundle of joy lay snugly swaddled 

next to her. She tenderly lifted him and held 

him to her breast. As he suckled hungrily she 

felt her eyes moisten and her heart swell 

with pride. His birth was a blessing; a turning 

point in her dreary life. Chitra dreaded even 

a peek into her past. The constant taunts, 

stinging remarks, and the immense physical 

and mental agony that she had to endure….. 

But all that was now a thing of the past. A 

gentle breeze drifted into her room bringing 

along a whiff of sweet, ripe juicy mangoes. 

Chitra inhaled deeply and let the heady scent 

permeate her soul. She glowed with 

contentment and adoringly gazed at her son 

who now slept peacefully in her lap. He 

looked like an angel, especially with the dark 

mop of curls on his tiny head. She smiled and 

kissed him on his forehead where his two 

eyebrows mingled into each other. Like a 

whirlpool. 

*** 

Glossary: 

puja-room- Room where the deity is kept 

and worshipped 

prasadam- Food, which is a religious offering 

consumed by worshippers 

sambhar, kozhambu, Mangai pachadi – 

South Indian cuisine 

Patti-Grandmother  
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‘THE CROWNING GLORY’ BY DR. 

DIPAN ADHIKARI 
 

The morning sun has just dawned upon the 

mother earth. The sunrise has started 

casting splendid splashes of fiery 

opalescence across the sky. The periwinkle 

sky is thus to be seen out of the eerie 

darkness and the night stars which have just 

stopped their twinkling. Hari is about to be 

set in for the first Naighati local for Sealdah. 

He happens to be one of the millions of 

hawkers in this local train which makes his 

inglenook burning.  Hari Ram Ghosh is the 

full name of Hari (the erstwhile union leader 

of Naihati Hawkers Corner) christened 

lovingly by his late Grandfather Dhirendra 

Nath Ghosh, whom he adorned most till his 

day one in his school. His mother and father 

died while Hari was still young and the only 

patronage and pampering he received till his 

7-8 initial years was through his Grandfather 

and Grandmother who together took all the 

pains to shower affection on him. Hari’s 

Grandmother Kamal Kamini Devi is still alive 

and kicking at an age of 72 and pampering 

Hari in all possible ways till today; her ill-

fated grandson. Hari is a lad of 20-years-age 

who could hardly manage to pass his 10th 

standard owing to their impoverished family 

conditions. Whatever left by his late 

grandfather was at its lowest ebb, 

compelling Hari and Kamal Kamini Devi to 

reach at the brink of a hand-to-mouth 

condition.  Hari had hardly any professional 

options except to hawk. 

 

While taking the first splash of morning 

bath, he could still nicely remember the first 

day of his toiling profession. In the train he 

could feel easily the heart pounding against 

the ribs out of nervousness. His throat was 

about to be stifled on account of the 

impromptu practice to attract public. He had 

taken a bag full of lozenges to vend. Hari 

could find more than fifty professionally 

composed eloquent competitors in the train 

compartment; it was a dog eats dog’s 

market. The scorching sun of May with the 

high pitched cacophony of daily commuters, 

untoward jostling of marauding crowds and 

the hurly-burly all together could culminate 

in a set of unimagined hindrances making 

Hari nervous, jittery and flabbergasted. 

 

At the end of one full day of hardship, he 

could manage to sell only 20-30 lozenge 

pieces. He could not fetch a hand-full of joy 

for his grandmother. While returning home 

Hari could find her grandmother weeping 

aloud cursing her destiny for this sorry state 

of hers and her grandson. Her surging tear 

drops failed to roll down her wrinkled 

cheeks literally she could not control her 

sobs but wept till midnight. Her only son 

Parasuram and daughter-in-law Bimala had 

lost their lives together in a train accident 

when they were travelling for a medical 
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check-up for Bimala who was shivering from 

excruciating pain in the lower abdomen for 

several years.  Kamal Kamini Devi could jolly 

well remember that ill-fated day of her son’s 

journey. Now she could only chide upon 

herself haplessly unable to console her 

bereaved sole. 

“Hari! Dear son! Have your dinner first and 

finish your work later!” Kamal Kamini 

started screaming. 

Being gravely concerned for her grandson 

Kamalkamini was unable to control her 

emotions. 

“Wait a second amma! Let me finish off my 

pending accounts for the last 2 days”. 

“Whole day you don’t feed yourself 

properly! Why to get late?” slowly she raises 

her voice. 

These scorching summer days are taking 

heavy tolls on Kamal Kamini’s health. She is 

about to reach her eighties. This 

septuagenarian lady has to manage all the 

household affairs by herself setting at 

naught all the agony and concerns for her 

grandson’s well being. 

“When Almighty would shower all his 

blessings upon Hari?” she soliloquies herself. 

Would she be able to leave for the ultimate 

abode of peace hassle free? This tormenting 

question haunts the back of her mind. 

Whatever virtues she has amassed in her life 

time, she want it to get carried over to Hari’s 

destiny. 

 

But in this abject poverty, ill luck and hassles 

are the only gifts that were present 

throughout the life span of Kamal Kamini’s. 

She was the 3rd daughter amongst the 8 

siblings of his father Sudhindranath, a vey 

well-to-do jamindar (landlord) of Khustia 

town (of the Rajshahi District of the then 

united India, now in Bangladesh) where 

before 1947 she led a happy childhood. But 

tragedy soon started to usurp with its bleak 

consequences like a sudden thud around the 

year 1942 when colonial clashes between the 

Hindu and Muslim peasants of Rajshai 

District started in, setting the daily life 

wallowing. Kamal Kamini’s father, one of the 

august minds of the town, soon conjured up 

the fatal consequences coming up next as a 

result of communal clashes and reaffirmed 

his determination to migrate to Calcutta 

with his family to be on the safe side. He had 

to abandon all his wealth, land and heir 

there in Khustia town within a fortnight to 

immigrate at Calcutta where he took shelter 

in a dingy house in the serpentine lane 

opposite Sealdah with eight hungry 

tummies. Sudhindranath managed to secure 

a job of a cashier of a small export firm 

house near Shyamnagar Jute Mill and soon 

shifted to Shyamnagar with his whole family. 

Kamal Kamini could nicely remember those 

days in Shyamnagar. His father used to set 

out early in the morning leaving her mother 

as caretaker of his siblings in home. Days 

were not easy, rather tough to meet both 

ends meet with one person’s meagre salary. 

The untimely death of one of the brother’s 

of Kamal Kamini came as a big shock and 

matter of bereavement for the whole family. 

But this death is soon after followed by the 

gory death of Kamal Kamini’s mother 

Bibhabari Devi in few days of ailment 

coupled with a cardiac arrest. Sudhindranath 

came in a fix and decided lately to marry off 

his daughters who have become literally 

orphans, one after another in turn. Soon 

alliances for marriage started coming in 

from all corners as all the 3 sisters were 

bestowed with pretty looks especially Kamal 

Kamini. Within a year Kamal Kamini’s 

wedlock was fixed with Dhirendranath 

Ghosh, the handsome lad of the same 
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community of east Bengal, who also took 

the shelter in Naihati as migrants after the 

partition of Bangladesh in 1947. 

 

After marriage with Dhirendranath Ghosh, a 

new eventful but baffling journey started in 

the new in-laws house for Kamal Kamini. She 

was compelled to start balancing between 

rigmaroles. Situations sometimes went awry 

with leakage and pilferage owing to lack of 

funds. Soon Dhirendranath shifted to the 

nearby outskirts of Naihati, a busy town of 

North 24 Pargana District of West Bengal. 

Initial hardships followed by and life sailed 

as usual. Dhirendranath by now could start 

earning handsomely to upkeep his family 

with utmost comforts. Kamal Kamini also 

gifted Dhirendranath with their only son 

Parasuram and Daughter Durga. But this 

time also Kamal Kamini’s fate fetched for 

her an untimely death of her only daughter 

Durga. At a very tender age of 3 years only 

Durga left for the abode of peace after 

struggling for a month because of typhoid. 

Again Kamal Kamini was wretched and bear 

the bruises in her heart silently after losing 

Durga. Dhirendranath was a hard worker 

and tried to do all the requisites to meet 

both ends meet for his family. Kamal Kamini, 

an adroit housewife, tried to manage all the 

household chores alone ambidextrously to 

give Dhirendranath the utmost family 

pleasure within this small world. 

Years passed by and Parasuram also grew up 

and started to go to college. But the hither 

and thither of life kept pending so many 

puzzles affront to ravage innocent Kamal 

Kamini. The year in which Parasuram was 

about to become graduate proved difficult 

for him. The shock came as bolt from the 

blue when returning from an official tour 

Dhriendranath could not hear the good 

news of Parasuram’s pass out news after a 

dangerous train accident snatched him away 

from Kamal Kamini. The only earning 

member of the family was no more. Kamal 

Kamini moaned with excruciating pain inside 

but could not even weep in this big topsy-

turvy. Parasuram now had to bear the torch 

of the family and soon could manage a job 

as a gate-keeper in Naihati Jute Mill. The 

treacherous hours of shifting duties 

especially at the wee hours of night started 

taking a heavy toll on Parasuram’s health. 

Kamal Kamini amassed whatever little was 

left over by Dhrirendranath in bank to 

arrange Parasuram’s weeding with Bimala. 

Bimala was a shy, cute, village girl of nearby 

Kanagarh village of Hoogly District. She 

hailed from a very poor family of seven 

brother and sisters. Bimala’s father could 

not fetch proper keep for all his siblings and 

could manage a sigh of relief after getting 

Parasuram as Son-in-law. Within a year, Hari 

came to Bimala’s lap and soon Hari became 

the apple in Kamal Kamini’s eye. She 

showered all her affection, love, care and 

well wishes to Hari as he looked alike of 

Dhirendranath in all possible way. Kamal 

Kamini seemed to get back Dhirendranath in 

guise of Hari. Bimala’s health started 

deteriorating drastically after Hari’s brith 

along with Parasuram. The local doctor 

advised Parasuram to set out for Mumbai’s 

Tata Memorial Hospital with possible 

suspicion of liver cancer of Bimala. 

Parasuram had to accompany Bimala for this 

treatment period and Kamal Kamini decided 

to stay back at home to look after Hari. 

On the very day of Bimala’s set out for 

Mumbai a stranglehold became prominent 

for Kamal Kamini as different ill-thoughts 

started pouring in her mind in apprehension 

of fear.  But she kept mum. What next if 

Bimala could not come back alive literally 

haunted her? Within a lifespan of 40 years, 

Kamal Kamini has had so many untimely 
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deaths in front of her eye and was it now 

Bimala’s turn? This gruelling questing now 

already had been whispered by the 

impecunious neighbours of Kamal Kamini’s 

locality. Within a day Kamal Kamini heard the 

news around where some unidentified 

insurgents had attacked the train in which 

Bimala and Parasuram had set out for 

Mumbai and gunned down 40 innocent lives 

there. Radio news aired that among the 

victims Bimala and Parasuram were there 

who could not escape the bullets. After 7 

days, the corpses of Parasuram and Bimala 

were sent to the Naihaiti house. All the 

neighbours, Hari and Kamal Kamini has 

spent sleepless nights for this span of 7 days 

and stood aghast in this shock.  Hari, a 

student of 8th standard could not finish off 

the last gulp of rice while seeing the dead 

bodies of his beloved parents, aftermath of 

this dastard homicide. 

 

While taking the morning bath Hari 

recollected the sweet memories of his 

childhood days. Born in an underprivileged 

family he used to be the best swimmer 

among the other boys of his age in the 

locality. He used to be a courageous boy 

who tried to overrule the high tides of river 

Ganges in the “Bhara Kotal” during the full-

moon days. He had the passionate dream of 

becoming a swimmer and to carry away all 

medals for his district and pride for his 

family. But the untimely death of his parents 

threw this long cherished dream at bay. 

Hari had to rush out to catch the train and 

Kamal Kamini brought some dry chapatis of 

last night with little left over curry and a pot-

full of cold water as breakfast. In a big hurry 

Hari somehow could finish off the breakfast 

and hugged his beloved grandmother with a 

soft kiss on her forehead. He gazed at his 

grandmother with a quixotic look. Her pale 

wane face looked verily tired and 

distinguishingly murky. 

“Don’t worry Granny! Everything will be 

okay one day!” told Hari. 

“Okay! Get back soon! Dugga Dugga! 

whispered Kamal Kamini. 

 

It was around 6.00 am. The daily recital of 

hymns in the nearby temples and the ‘azaan’ 

in the mosques had just started with the 

daily hustle – bustle of the morning market 

which too started off with full swing. Hari 

trotted hastily as time was ticking by fast. 

Just after crossing the dingy lane of the local 

market Hari followed the detour, crossing 

the railway tracks to reach the platform, 

high up. He heard the shrill whistles of 

passing trains in the 3-lane tracks. Suddenly 

he could trace out a boy in hand full of two 

bags of vegetable and a small basket on 

head walking down the opposite rail track 

slowly. Hari could see the speedily 

approaching local train from back toward 

the up platform. Hari could feel a chill down 

his spine. The boy must be saved anyway. In 

a sudden bout, Hari threw his bag and 

started running, shouting and screaming to 

save the boy. But the slowly moving boy 

could not hear his sound because of the 

train’s whistle. Hari reprimanded himself for 

not looking at the boy earlier otherwise he 

could have asked any other passersby to 

help and save the boy. He could see the local 

train rushing forward at a monstrous speed, 

towards them. Already Hari had crossed the 

other two railway tracks and came within a 

few feet of the boy. Why is he not able to 

listen to his shout or the train’s whistle? By 

this time Hari had paced up before he could 

catch hold of the boy’s arm, he tripped on 

his feet and fell. He somehow managed to 

touch the boy’s feet to push him aside from 
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the track but could not escape himself from 

the banging train. The whole world seemed 

blurred to him and he lost consciousness. 

 

Two days later he got back his 

consciousness though extremely feeble and 

with excruciating pain on his left hand while 

laid down on hospital bed. The boy whom he 

saved was standing beside him along with 

his Grandmother Kamal Kamini who also 

was weeping loudly. Hari could sense heavy 

bandage on both of his arms. He could sense 

a sense of lightness below his right elbow 

and soon realized that his left hand had 

been amputated. The world seemed to be a 

total mess and had gone awry for Hari. How 

could he survive and revert back to life? A 

sense of helplessness and aghast 

succumbed his mind heavily. All his friends 

were spellbound with this sudden 

bereavement and they could not believe 

that Hari had lost his hand, the only bread 

earner of this poor family.  Soon he realized 

that the little boy whom he saved is dumb 

and could speak in inaudible voice and sign 

languages. He could spell his name Kanai. 

Kanai happened to be an orphan and used 

to supply vegetables to the local Railway 

Hawkers Market as a daily wage worker. He 

lived in the railway platform with other 

vagabond orphan street children. He was 

also weeping heavily and cursing himself of 

being solely responsible for Hari’s ill fate. 

After three days, Hari got released from the 

hospital and returned home with Kanai. 

They were now reduced to three members. 

Whatever stashed away money was kept 

hidden by Kamal Kamini had been all spent 

within these seven days after accident. Hari 

was in deep thought of how to meet the 

both ends in this hand to mouth family 

condition. In this grave situation with one 

hand amputated it had been really tough for 

Hari to look after himself properly. He now 

needed a whole-time caretaker to reach out 

to all his demands. Kamal Kamini asked 

Kanai to stay back with them as he had no 

other place to thrive and look after Hari. 

Kanai jolly well agreed to take all care of Hari 

throughout the day. He started to nurse Hari 

by taking him to bath, feeding and 

enamoured him in all possible way. Days 

passed by and together Hari, Kanai and 

Kamal Kamini picked up the broken pieces of 

joy to make a fresh start of their lives 

journey. Kanai affirmed Hari that next day 

onwards he would go together with Hari to 

help him to hawk in train and he would 

accompany Hari the whole life to sell 

lozenges. Hari got overwhelmed with 

Kanai’s proposition and could not control his 

sobs. He by now have stopped cursing God 

and started thanking him wholeheartedly for 

giving two other strong hands in lieu of 

taking his left hand. With two strong hands 

of Kanai and one of his own Hari is now 

ready to bear the brunt of perilous and 

parlous conditions of daily harsh life steadily. 

Hari thanked God again and again. 

 

In the recent train-disaster in Spain, it is not 

known whether any magnanimous soul had 

saved a life or not, yet, Kanai’s loving 

concern for Hari remained as a source of 

inspiration for all, who knew him or heard of 

him or just learnt the story from the columns 

of a well-circulated daily. Life goes on, 

miracles happen, realities take a sudden and 

novel turn, story and reality change places! 

*** 

Glossary: 

azaan- The daily early morning prayer 

offered by the Muslim community. 
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Chapati- is an unleavened flatbread from 

India and Pakistan. It is a common staple of 

cuisine in South Asia as well as amongst 

South Asian expatriates throughout the 

world. 

Naihati- is a town and an important railway 

junction station on the Indian Railways 

network, in the district of North 24 

Parganas, West Bengal, India. 

Shyamnagar- is a town in the district of 

North 24 Parganas, West Bengal. It is 

considered as one of the major development 

hubs in the district. It is situated around 30 

km away from Kolkata. 

Dr. Dipan Adhikari is an Assistant Professor 

of Botany in the Post Graduate Dept of 

Botany in Hooghly Mohsin College, 

Chinsurah, Hooghly, West Bengal, India. He 

is an avid reader of English Literature and 

has been a regular reader and writer of 

scientific articles related to modern biology. 

He has published more than 15 scientific 

papers in different peer reviewed national 

and international journals. This short story is 

his first endeavor in the world of creative 

writing. 

 

 

 

‘MAYA’ BY SHUCHI SINGH 

KALRA 
“Renu! Renu! Where are you?” Kishan 

Kumar’s coarse voice echoed across the 

living room. 

“Yes, Bauji” Renu scampered out of the 

kitchen, her hands coated in flour and beads 

of sweat punctuating her forehead. Even 

after twenty years of living under the same 

roof, she wasn’t on comfortable terms with 

this authoritarian old man, who was her 

father-in-law. “What happened Bauji?” she 

asked nervously. Whenever he called out to 

her like that, it rarely spelt good news. 

“Why don’t you ask your daughter?” he said, 

glancing over at Anisha who stood by the 

table, her head hung low. 

“Anisha?” Renu looked at her sixteen year 

daughter who was on the verge of tears. Her 

silky black hair fell loosely around her 

beautiful oval face, which was now pale with 

fear. 

“Anisha…what did you do?” she repeated, 

louder this time.  For whatever she did, 

Anisha would be better off being 

reprimanded by her. At least that would 

save her from Bauji’s caustic tongue, which 

could inflict wounds that refused to heal for 

years to come. 

“This…this is what she has been 

upto…instead of studying for her board 

exams,” roared Bauji as he flung a book on 

the floor. It landed face-up and the cover 

read “Kiss of A Stranger” by Maya. Renu’s 

face flushed and she wiped her face with the 

edge of her fraying cotton dupatta. 

“I am sorry mama…a friend gave it to me,” 

explained Anisha, her voice loaded with guilt 

as if she’d committed some inexplicable sin. 

“Just go to your room,” Renu ordered 

Anisha in a stern voice. The girl quickly made 

her way out. 

It is only natural for a young girl to be 

curious about sex and sensuality…what is 

the big deal? She was tempted to retaliate 

but she knew all too well how her father-in-

law felt about such things. 
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“I am very sorry about this Bauji. I’ll talk to 

Anisha…” she said, her voice trembling. 

“You’d better! Girls from good families don’t 

read filthy books like these. What kind of 

values have you given her?” he said in an 

accusatory tone.  This wasn’t the first time 

he had made an indirect, and rather hurtful, 

reference to her “values”, which in his 

opinion were scarce because she came from 

a broken home. Renu stayed silent. Through 

the years she had learnt the hard way that 

silence was her best weapon. Only when 

Bauji had limped back to his room and 

closed the door behind him, did she dare to 

pick up the book from its place on the 

ground. She ran a hand over it. 

Maya. The name had been making waves for 

quite some time. 

*** 

“Where did you get this book from?” Renu 

casually asked her daughter in the privacy of 

her room. 

 

“Mama, I’m sorry.” 

“No, you don’t have to be sorry beta, it is a 

natural part of growing up…when I was 

your age, I used to love reading these 

romantic novels,” she said with a smile. 

“Really?” Anisha’s eyes lit up with curiosity. 

She could never imagine her staid mother 

losing herself in steamy stories. 

“Yes, dear,” Renu placed a comforting hand 

on Anisha’s shoulder. “My friends and I…we 

used to borrow all these Mills and Boons 

books from the local library and read them 

in school, during recess. You know how 

strict convent schools are…once Sister 

Martha caught us and we ended up making 

ten rounds of the football field,” she 

chuckled and Anisha joined in. She still found 

it hard to believe that her mother had a 

rebellious streak to her but the frank 

confession comforted her. “I know you love 

to read and you should…as many kinds of 

books you can…each book has something 

to teach you,” she continued. 

“Then why did Daadu…?” Anisha’s face 

grew sullen as she remembered what had 

happened a few moments ago. 

“Beta…everyone has their own 

opinions…their own ideologies. Daadu is a 

little conservative and we can do nothing to 

change him. But you do whatever makes you 

happy, just make sure he doesn’t find out”. 

She winked at her daughter. Raising a teen is 

hard business. “Thank you mama” Anisha 

gave her mother a heart-felt hug. 

“But don’t waste too much time on these 

right now…you can read all you want after 

the board exams,” she said and stroked her 

daughter’s hair fondly.  Anisha looked so 

much like her. Her enormous almond shaped 

eyes twinkled when she laughed and her 

ravenous locks had a will of their own; 

nothing could hold them back. Every time 

she tried to tie them up, they would 

rebelliously spring back and tease her 

cheeks in defiance. They shared plenty of 

intrinsic qualities too. She reminisced the 

days when she would drown herself in 

sensual romances, to experience a world 

that was so new, and so forbidden. Back 

then, it was a flight of fantasy, but now it 

was a spicy escape from the tasteless reality 

of life. 

“Mama…look what I made!” Avinash, her 10 

year old son, came cruising into the room 

with a wooden object that bore some 

semblance, if not much, to an airplane. 

“That’s very nice. Does it fly?” she asked, her 

gaze following the energetic little boy who 
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ran all around the place. “Not on its own but 

I can make it fly like this.” He ran around her 

in circles, tirelessly, with his creation held as 

high up as his dirt covered hands would 

allow. The boy had been obsessed with 

airplanes. There was a remote-control 

operated one  that he particularly liked and 

she so badly wanted to gift it on his birthday 

next month but Dev hadn’t sanctioned the 

money for it yet. She couldn’t quite 

remember the last time she had a fruitful 

conversation with her husband – he was 

hardly ever there, ever since he found that 

job in Sitapur. Renu always thought people 

migrated from Sitapur to Lucknow in search 

of jobs, and seldom the other way around. 

 

“Why don’t you look for something here…it 

doesn’t matter if the salary is a little lesser,” 

she had once suggested but he didn’t feel 

the need to explain why he wasn’t trying 

hard enough to stay closer to his wife, 

children and ageing father. He wasn’t a bad 

husband or an irresponsible father; just that 

he didn’t share enough with her …his 

thoughts, his ideas, his decisions, his 

body….She wasn’t privy to any of those. 

“You take care of the kids and the house. 

Leave the rest to me,” he politely told her on 

more than one occasion. And for so many 

years, that’s what she had been doing…until 

last year…. 

She had told him that she wanted to buy 

that airplane for Avi but he hadn’t given her 

a definitive reply. It had been weeks now. 

She would probably need to tap into her 

secret piggy bank – the one she had been 

feeding all these years, like every middle-

class housewife does. 

A stifling silence fell upon the room as 

Anisha went back to her study table and Avi 

zoomed into the yard with his precious toy 

plane. She cast a furtive glance at the mirror 

and a pair of lackluster eyes and worn-down 

middle-aged face stared back at her. She 

definitely looked older than most women 

her age.  She tucked a loose lock behind her 

ear and shook her head. Closing the door, 

she reluctantly picked up the bright red 

paperback sitting on her bed. The cover 

depicted a silhouette of two beautiful 

bodies entwined in an intimate posture. 

How tastefully done, she thought as she 

flicked the pages randomly. 

“She moaned and arched her back as he 

penetrated her being, but her voice was 

muffled under a forceful, almost violent kiss. 

His tongue hungrily explored the insides of 

her fragrant mouth and she raised her pelvis, 

slapping his buttocks as she did, urging him 

to go faster, harder…”read a random 

passage. Renu smiled to herself and hid the 

book on her bookshelf that was already 

bursting with books, big and small, old and 

new. They were her most prized 

possessions, her only companions during 

long, lonely nights. They were her secret 

escape route, her utopia. 

*** 

“Tsk..Tsk..what has the world come to..” 

grumbled Bauji as he read an excerpt from 

Maya’s book that featured in the Sunday 

magazine. If he hates it so much, why is he 

reading it at all, Renu thought to herself and 

went on clearing the bottom of the table 

where old newspapers had been piling up 

for the past week. One couldn’t blame him 

either – Maya was an enigma that sparked 

extreme emotions. You could either love her 

or hate her, but never be indifferent to her. 

While some loved her for the bold, steamy 

style of her writing, others hated her for 

being so brazen and unapologetic about sex. 

She wasn’t catering to a niche either – the 

three novels she had released so far had 
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been national bestsellers, lapped up by 

readers and non-readers alike. You couldn’t 

label them ‘porn’ but they were nothing 

short of it in any way.  The critics had called 

her “Queen of Erotica” , and incidentally, 

that’s what the special Sunday feature was 

about – Women who are revolutionizing the 

concept of sensuality in India”.  Along with 

Maya, it featured a couple of women 

directors, and an artist. Their strong, 

feminist faces smiled back from the glossy 

page of the newspaper, except for Maya’s.  

Nobody had seen her and she never gave 

interviews, but of all these four women, she 

was the one who made the most news and 

ruffled the most feathers. 

 

Renu kept to her business, deciding not to 

respond to her father-in-laws laments but he 

was far from done. “These women are 

corrupting our Indian culture. 

Shameless…how do they face their families 

after all this..” he went on, talking to no one 

in particular. Everybody knew ‘Maya’ was a 

pen name but nobody knew the woman 

behind those racy, raunchy romances. There 

had been rumors that ‘Maya’ was actually a 

man; but how did he know so much about 

that part of a woman’s mind where 

uninhibited sexual fantasies take wing? How 

could he dive into the deep recesses of a 

woman’s heart where she hid all her dark 

sexual secrets? Most women would shy 

away from acknowledging it, leave alone 

allowing their thoughts to flow onto paper 

in such candid and explicit words. All the 

speculation and curiosity only added to the 

enigma that was Maya. 

*** 

The old desktop in their room ran painfully 

slow as Renu struggled to type out an email. 

She gave the CPU a good, hard thump on 

the side but that didn’t help much. The poor 

machine wheezed from the strain – it was 

way past its day. In a vain attempt to revive 

it from its temporary paralysis, she decided 

to clear the browser history, but what she 

saw made her eyes pop. Someone had 

looked up various permutations and 

combinations of “Maya, erotica, romance 

novel, India, official website”..Who could it 

be? Who in this family was so fascinated 

with Maya? Anisha had her own laptop and 

Avi couldn’t care less. And Bauji…he didn’t 

even know how to use the computer. It 

could be no one else but Dev. But why was 

Dev so fascinated with Maya? Then again, 

wasn’t every other man who had read her 

books? Renu sighed and hit the button. 

 

She knew that unlike most authors who 

reveled in the public eye, Maya did not have 

a website or a blog. Her books were 

everywhere – on the publisher’s website, 

Amazon and Flipkart. Review portals were 

buzzing with five-star reviews but there was 

nary a promotional attempt from her side. 

She was nowhere to be found, as if she 

never existed. 

 

Thinking of Dev took her back to last 

weekend, when he had come visiting. He 

spent the day with the children, helping out 

Anisha with Maths and listening to Avi as he 

rambled about his hand-made wonder. At 

the Kumar household, Sunday was usually a 

cleaning day, unlike other households where 

families went out for a movie or a restaurant 

, or just relaxed at home with a “Sunday-

special” meal. But this time, he had 

surprised everyone by taking them for a 

walk around Hazratganj. The children were 

thrilled. “The outing will be a welcome break 

for Anisha,” he said. 
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Renu draped a mustard yellow georgette 

saree that Dev had gifted her years ago. He 

had said that the colour looked beautiful on 

her. The flowy fabric clung to her curves, 

which, on most days, stayed hidden under 

loose-fitting cotton salwar kameezes that 

didn’t come in the way of her work. She 

decorated her forehead with a sparkling 

bindi and lined her lips with a crimson red, 

secretly hoping  he’d notice but he quickly 

ushered them into the car without so much 

as an appreciative glance. The market was 

closed but they enjoyed a round of gol-

gappas, and gorged on aloo tikki, papdi 

chaat and kulfi till their stomachs threatened 

to burst. Renu looked on as Avi and Anisha 

shared an ice-cream and a rare sense of 

contentment filled her heart.  Bauji had 

stayed home, she was finally able to relax. 

 

“Is Anisha paying attention to her studies?” 

Dev asked as they sat on a wrought iron 

bench facing the fountain in the middle of 

Hazratganj. “I want her to score at least 

95%.” 

“She’s working hard..Don’t worry, she’ll do 

well”, Renu replied. He nodded. 

“Avi is growing naughtier by the day”, she 

continued, trying hard to keep the awkward 

silence from creeping in. A young couple on 

the bench opposite theirs laughed out loud 

and the woman sunk her face into the man’s 

chest. Renu looked longingly at her 

husband, who was now signaling the 

children to come back. It was late in the 

evening and it was time to go home. “Let’s 

go. Bauji must be waiting for dinner”. 

That night she had slid a reluctant hand 

between the buttons on his shirt but he’d 

said he was too tired. Did he not desire her 

at all? Did he desire Maya? She knew all too 

well that she was not fantasy material but 

she was his wife, and the mother of his 

children. She could please him too, if only 

he’d let her. 

*** 

 “Have we run out of salt?” Bauji said 

sarcastically as he pushed a morsel past his 

dentures. Anisha quickly passed him the 

sprinkler before he had a chance to say 

anything else. She looked past Bauji at her 

mother, who was busy rolling one chappati 

after the other, almost as a spinal 

mechanism. Renu mouthed a “thank you” 

and smiled at her daughter. She was glad to 

have someone cover up for her but why had 

she forgotten to season the vegetables? It 

wasn’t like her to be absent minded around 

the house. Try as she might, her thoughts 

kept drifting back to the browser history. 

Why was her husband so in awe of Maya? 

She never knew he read her books – at least 

he hadn’t told her, just like so many other 

things. Was he actually searching for her? 

What if he found her? It was a disturbing 

thought and she feared that the seemingly 

unlikely event would turn her life upside 

down. 

 

At the Kumar household, dinner was usually 

served by 8 pm so that Bauji could retire 

before the TV and the children could tuck in 

bed. But by the time Renu got done with 

clearing the table and preparing for the next 

day, it was a little past 11 pm. Her muscles 

ached and her head throbbed. She drew out 

a few sheets of paper and started scribbling, 

like she did almost every night. It was the 

only way to vent her frustration. The regret 

of giving up a rewarding career. The burden 

of a loveless marriage. The thankless 

drudgery she went through each day. The 

unfulfilled desires. With deft strokes of her 

pen, she transformed the ugly realities of life 
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into beautiful prose. Many a time, she had 

toyed with the idea of maintaining an online 

journal but somehow, it wasn’t half as 

intimate as the relationship she shared with 

a pen and a paper. For her, it was a simplistic 

solution to the most complex of problems. 

 

A knock on the door interrupted her flow. 

She quickly bunched up the loose sheets of 

paper and stuffed them under her pillow, 

before she opened the door. “Mama..I want 

to sleep with you”, said Avi, his eyes groggy 

with sleep. “Okay beta”. The boy snuggled 

beside his mother and comforted by her 

familiar scent, slowly drifted into peaceful 

slumber. Renu covered him with a quilt and 

pulled out the paper she had shoved so 

carelessly under the pillow. She was so 

relieved it wasn’t Bauji. She ironed out the 

crinkles with the warm palm of her hand and 

immersed herself in the prose she had 

abandoned midway. It took ten sheets and 

two hours, but once she had flushed every 

ounce of emotion from within her, she was 

able to go to bed with a relatively lighter 

heart. 

*** 

It was almost noon when Renu returned 

home. She had been out since morning. 

“Where are you coming from at this hour?” 

Bauji growled, his eyes brimming with 

irritation. 

“Bauji, I had to go to the market to buy 

some things for the children…some books 

and stationary”, she said, wondering why 

she had to justify everything she ever did. 

She was 37 years old and she had spent 18 

years in this house, yet she had not earned 

the freedom to live her life on her own 

terms. 

 

It had been a hot and humid day in August 

and she was tired from going around in 

rickshaws. Dev took the family car with him 

to Sitapur – they had only bought it last year 

– a cherry red Alto – and that too on an EMI. 

She barely got to use the car but it made life 

a whole lot tougher for her. She didn’t know 

how much her husband earned – he would 

just hand her Rs.15,000 on the first of every 

month. But now, because of the EMI, her 

“pocket money” had been sliced down to 

Rs.10,000. Month after month, she 

struggled hard to cope with the school-

related expenses, inflated prices of groceries 

and bills. There were times she wished she 

had a career – that would take care of so 

much. With a Masters degree in Geography, 

she knew she could have easily found a 

teaching job. “Then who will take care of the 

kids and Bauji”, Dev had said when she 

discussed the option with him. That was 

several years ago.  Things would certainly 

get better, she assured herself. 

 

She quietly walked into the room, her hands 

loaded with shopping bags and closed the 

door behind her. Drawing a large box from 

one of the jute bags, she looked mighty 

pleased with herself. Inside the colorful 

cardboard packaging, was the remote 

controlled plane that Avi had been pining 

for. It had cost her more than she thought 

but Avi would be so happy to see this on his 

birthday, which was next week. He wasn’t 

the kind of kid who would raise a fuss over a 

toy – this must really mean a lot to him. She 

stashed it into her box-bed, which had, over 

time, become her secret cove. Sometimes 

she wished she hadn’t have to hide 

mundane stuff from her father-in-law but he 

wasn’t ready to take her for what she was, 

at least not yet. 
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She didn’t know exactly who to blame for 

her mediocre life – certainly not herself. She 

hadn’t made this choice. In fact she couldn’t 

clearly remember why she had agreed to 

this unlikely match – it was sometime during 

her parent’s divorce eighteen years ago – 

maybe she  had had too much on her mind 

to notice that Dev was nowhere close to the 

man she had envisioned for herself. He was 

handsome, no doubt, with dark broodings 

eyes, and full lips. His bushy eyebrows took 

centre stage on his face. On their first 

meeting – there had been only one before 

they got married – they had gotten along 

just fine. He was polite, well-mannered and 

stable, the metaphorical “spark” had been 

there too.  It had been a few months since 

Dev’s mother lost her battle with cancer, 

and Bauji was in a hurry to get his only son 

married. The house was in serious need of a 

woman. The past few years were a haze and 

she wasn’t sure at what point the spark had 

left them… 

*** 

She barely had one hour to get lunch on the 

table. The children would be home any 

minute and Bauji would start pacing up and 

down if his meal wasn’t served on time. 

There was no time to feel tired – the fatigue 

had to be brushed under the carpet for now.   

She switched on the radio for some respite. 

The pressure cooker hissed in her face as she 

frantically chopped vegetables and tossed 

them into the wok. Now for the chapattis. 

Everything had to be fresh and hot. Bauji 

wouldn’t eat anything that had been sitting 

around since morning – bringing leftovers to 

the table was blasphemy. 

“I’m here at Global Book Store and you 

should see the crowds lining up to get a 

copy of “First Night”!” chirped the Radio 

Jockey. “Like Maya’s other 3 releases, this 

one seems to be a sure shot best seller!”  

Renu pressed the rolling ping so hard that it 

tore the chappati in the middle. She would 

have to start all over again. From the small 

window that connected the kitchen and the 

dining room, she could see annoyance 

spread across Bauji’s perpetually disgruntled 

face. She just hoped he’d refrain from 

rattling off. She didn’t have the energy to 

listen to his rants about Indian culture and 

how every creatively inclined person was 

hell-bent on soiling it. 

 

Maya’s fourth book had released today and 

she wondered if Dev had got himself a copy. 

Should she ask him when he came over this 

weekend? He was to come over every 

weekend – at least that’s what was the 

initial plan. And for the first few months, he 

did stick to it religiously, but then there were 

weekend meetings, rising fuel costs and the 

long commutes – his visits trickled down to 

once a month, at best. She was sure he’d 

come the following weekend – it was Avi’s 

birthday after all. 

*** 

“Mama, is papa going to come for my 

birthday party?” asked Avinash as Renu 

scuttled around the house to make 

arrangements. She had ordered a Spiderman 

cake from the neighbourhood bakery and 

sent out the invites to his friends. Chhole 

bhature and dahi badas would surely be a hit 

with the little ones – they were easy to put 

together and not very expensive too. 

“He said he’ll try his best”, she said 

cheerfully, feeling guilty about lying to her 

son on his birthday. She had called up Dev 

last night to ask what time he’d be there. 

“There is an office party…all the senior 

managers are coming..I have to be there”, 

he’d said apologetically.  She thought she 
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heard a woman chuckling in the 

background. 

 

“Are you outside?”she’d casually asked, 

afraid that her interrogative tone would 

offend him. These days, she could never tell 

what would rub him the wrong way. At 

times, he’d patiently answer every question 

she would put up but at others, he would 

just blow his lid at the slightest provocation. 

He wasn’t anything like that when she 

married him . The unpredictability, the 

irritation and the detachment were all 

recent phenomena. She was slowly learning 

to deal with it but in the same breath, she 

cursed the day he left for Sitapur. It had 

been a little above a year. 

“Ahh, no..not really..Just watching TV”, his 

voice was cold, and detached. The woman 

chuckled again. 

 

Avinash would be upset but the toy plane 

would offer some solace, or so she hoped. 

“Beta…papa had some urgent work to 

finish so he might not be able to come. But 

he promised he’ll make up for it when he 

comes next time”, she said caressing her 

son’s soft cheeks. She had carefully timed 

the revelation – Avi’s friends had started 

trickling in and she hoped that it would in 

some way make up for the disappointing 

piece of news. Avi frowned on hearing it but 

as his enthused guests walked through the 

doorway with sparkling gift packages in 

hand, he forgot all about it. Renu wished she 

could forget just as easily….. She was glad 

that Dev had at least wished Avi over the 

phone in the morning. Oh, how she missed 

Dev! 

 

A masculine arm curled around her waist as 

she slept on one side. Though she didn’t get 

to feel it often, she recognized her 

husband’s touch – his hands felt warm and 

rough as they gliding over her smooth 

stomach. She flinched as a wave of arousal 

engulfed her body but kept her eyes shut,  

waiting  for  his hands to caress her full 

bosom. But he was in no mood for a gentle 

lovemaking. He turned her around on her 

back and plunged his face into the nape of 

her neck. Kissing. Biting. The friction from 

his stubble caused her delicate skin to burn 

but this was exactly the way she liked it. She 

grabbed him by his hair and pulled him in 

closer, taking in his manly scent and feeling 

the heat of his breath, which smelt of 

hunger and desperation. Her body writhed 

with pleasure under his weight as he 

entered into her without warning, sending 

her into throes of passion. “Dev..” she 

shrieked as every inch of her being 

convulsed in passion. She immediately woke 

up in a cold sweat. Her chest was still 

heaving from the intensity of his lovemaking 

and her heart was thumping wildly. The 

room was dark and her bed, empty.  Renu’s 

eyes almost welled up in tears. All the 

tossing and turning seemed futile. Sleep 

eluded her for hours until she finally 

resigned herself to her usual bedtime 

routine – pen a few sheets of paper. As the 

words spilled over the blank white sheets, 

she became another woman. She became 

Maya. 

*** 

Glossary: 

Aloo tikki – a popular roadside snack made 

of fried potato patty 

Bauji – father 

Beta – child 
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Bindi – forehead embellishment worn by 

Indian women 

Chapati – rolled flatbread 

Chole bhature – North Indian dish 

comprising chickpea gravy and deep-fried 

bread 

Daadu – grandpa 

Dahi Bada – fried lentil balls soaked in spiced 

yoghurt 

Dupatta – a stole worn as part of attire 

Gol-gappa – fried hollow balls filled with 

spicy water 

Kulfi – Indian ice-cream 

Papdi chaat – roadside snack made of crisps, 

yoghurt and sauces 

Saaree – nine-yard long drape worn by 

Indian women 

Salwaar Kameez – two-piece traditional 

Indian dress 
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‘THE INNER LIGHT’ BY MURLI 

MELWANI 
 

Here they beat me and want to know why I 

did it. They won’t believe me whenI say that 

the Inner Light led me to it. They laugh at 

the very mention of the Inner Light. 

And yet in the beginning it wasn’t I who 

claimed that I could see it. Ever since I was a 

child, people said that I had this power. My 

father and mother believed in it too. My 

mother tells me that when I was two years 

old my father was mumbling where our 

buffalo could have strayed off. I’m reported 

to have said “Maize Hill.”  Our buffalo 

always sneaked off to what passed for a 

river in our village. But going up one of our 

pitiable hills where a stunted variety of 

maize grew was a new one. There were 

other such stories which testified to my 

special abilities. I don’t know whether they 

were the product of fiction of a mother’s 

fond heart and imagination or incidents that 

really happened. 

But it was a fact that people came to our hut 

at all times to talk about their problems. At 

first all they asked was if their problem could 

be solved or not, perhaps aware that the 

complexity of the adult world was beyond 

the grasp of a three, then a four, later a five 

year old.  I just had to say ‘yes’ or ‘no’, by 

way of a nod or a simple shake of my head. 

My nods and shakes must have had a high 

percentage of accuracy because over the 
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years, the numbers who came to consult me 

continued to grow. 

 

From my sixth year onwards, I was expected 

to give definite answers. And so I did.  It was 

strange, I never reflected on the questions 

that were asked, my tongue just rolled out a 

word or two. 

“Master, my wife’s gold bangles, someone 

stole them.” 

“Ask the man who limps.”  Everyone knew 

the person with a limp. A diplomatic chat 

with the man who limped (in our close-knit 

world), too direct a questioning would cause 

loss of face all round – opened a trail that led 

to the return of the stolen bangles. 

 

I do know at what age I convinced myself 

that I saw everything through the prism of 

the Inner Light. However, I was not the one 

who gave my gift this name. I heard people 

using this term from the time I can recall. 

“The Inner Light guides him.” “The Inner 

Light gives him the words.” “How fortunate 

he is to have the Inner Light.” “The Inner 

Light works through him to ease our lives.” 

 

Indeed life in our village was hard. Although 

I call it a village, we really were just a clusters 

of huts tacked on to the sides of a series of 

low dry hills. The little vegetation that grew 

was stunted and had a withered look. We 

worked as laborers on the fields around us; 

these belonged to landlords who lived in 

other, bigger villages. We could not eke out 

an existence here.  Most of the men went 

down to the plains to work on the fields of 

millet, maize, pulses and gram as well as the 

plots of sugar-cane. 

 

What, you haven’t been there! That’s 

impossible! Makoria village became famous 

after people heard about the happening, 

and all sorts of people, specially policemen 

and people with cameras and notebooks 

began to flock to it. You should have seen 

the rush after the earrings were recovered 

from the goldsmith of nearby Heoni village! 

How could you miss it? Get off about thirty 

miles from Tonk on the Tonk-Bundi freeway. 

Bundi is the city people from as far as 

America come to see the maharaja’s palace. 

Yes, I know Jaipur is more famous. Yes, yes, I 

know about the Palace on Wheels the 

tourists travel on.  But let us not digress. As 

you get off the freeway, take the unmetalled 

pathway through the fields. You’ll notice 

that they are all parched. The reason?  Not 

enough water in the wells for irrigation. Oh 

yes, for drinking? Yes, enough. Walk three 

miles and you will find yourself in Makoria 

village. 

Now don’t be disappointed. I know it is 

small. About fifty houses in all. The paths are 

all uneven and sandy. You’ll find the whole 

village very backward. The huts are made of 

mud and dry grass, the roofs of thatch, 

bamboo and twigs. Just one primary school 

with three classes and fifteen pupils. The 

older boys go to a school in a neighboring 

village. 

 

Right, let’s get back to my story. The 

number of visitors increased to such high 

numbers that there was not enough space in 

front of our hut to seat them. There was 

another inconvenience too: people came at 

odd hours; often they were there the whole 

day. As a result my parents’ time was not 

their own. When, for example, most people 

napped during the withering heat of the 

afternoon, my parents hovered in polite 
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tolerance inside while I sat drowsily in front 

of the entrance to our house. 

My parents solved the problem of space by 

seating me near the statue of the goddess 

Karuna Mata, Mother Mercy, a mile outside 

the village, on its very periphery.  Karuna 

Mata was the presiding deity of our village 

and of a number of villages for a few 

hundred miles around.  There was a lot of 

open space round the statue. 

What, you haven’t seen the statue? Well, it’s 

about two feet high; it stands on an uneven 

stone platform close to a leafless tree, an 

idol of nondescript stone.  That’s our temple 

too; without a roof and no paved floor to sit 

on.  Our village has no other temple. 

 

Around the age of fourteen, I began to have 

doubts as to what I was doing. How much of 

what I said was intuition, how much 

knowledge of the private histories of the 

people who came to me, how much was 

guesswork?  I asked my parents for how 

long was I expected to do this.. Other boys 

of my age went to school, or what passed 

for a school, in the neighbouring village. 

Those who did not go to school went with 

their fathers to work on the fields in the 

plains. Some went for months to the 

neighbouring cities like Kota, Bundi or Tonk; 

a few even went to cities like Jaipur, Udaipur 

and Bikaner for 10 months at a time. If I 

found a job in one of these places, would I 

not, like the others, bring back colourful 

blouses, skirts and head cloths for my 

mother or yards and yards of cotton for my 

father’s turban? My mother said, yes, that 

would have given my father and her a lot of 

joy, but there were other considerations. 

She told me that all of us are born to a 

certain station in life and we have to 

perform the duties expected of us. Mine was 

to ease the suffering of those who came to 

us with hearts heavy and minds weighed 

down with worry. 

 

My boredom and my questioning were short 

lived.  I knew that the gifts the villagers 

brought as tokens of their gratitude allowed 

my parents to live a comfortable life. The 

question of comfort applied to me too. My 

mother asked me why did I want to be a 

farm hand and burn my back in the merciless 

sun or work as a grease-coated mechanic in 

some garage in Bundi or Tonk or Kota when 

goods and money came in without lifting a 

finger? 

“Your fame has spread to other villages and 

towns. Perform your dharma.”  Yes, 

occasionally people from Jaipur and Bikaner 

came driving miles on dune-lined dusty 

roads, concealing their city dweller’s pride 

and superciliousness to sit cross legged on 

our parched brown earth. 

By the time I was eighteen, I set up visiting 

hours: seven to ten in the morning, and four 

to seven in the evening. I wish you had 

heard me playing the sage! What an 

impressive figure I cut! There I would be 

sitting on a low platform in front of the 

statute of  Karuna  Mata surrounded by 

semi-circle upon semi-circle of villagers. A 

panorama of turbans of all colors, bright 

orange, red, blue, magenta, white, the 

colors identifying preference or caste. 

Turbans wrapped coil upon coil, so outsized 

as to drown the man’s face, that looked like 

sunburnt toys under the turban’s plume of 

color. 

 

Women on one side or at the back, their red, 

orange or violet head cloths drawn over 

their faces as a mark of respect to the 
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presence of their mustachioed men. With 

faces hidden, the women looked like igloos 

of screaming colours. And beyond them 

stood groups of children, dishevelled hair, 

curious, whispering to each other, giggling 

occasionally. For them the scene in front of 

them was a spectacle, like the skits of Gods 

and Goddesses the school teacher put up 

during the festival of Ram Navami. 

The crowd would arrive before I did. When I 

made my entrance they folded their hands in 

a respectful namaste. I would take a few 

minutes to settle down. I would run my eyes 

over my audience and begin with a little 

banter. I would ask them what they thought 

about preparations for the Pushkar Fair and 

other news of the outside world that had 

trickled in the day before. There would be 

respectful smiles but no attempt at 

familiarity. I would be silent for a few 

minutes. This was a signal for them to begin 

asking me questions. One by one the seated 

adults would tell me their problems. 

Someone had lost a pouch of coins. Where 

could he find it? I would ask him about his 

movements on the day of the loss, hear his 

answer, stroke my chin thoughtfully or look 

absently at the sky,  then suggest two or 

three likely places. 

Another would say, “My wife is with 

stomach. Tell us, will it be a boy or a girl.” 

Telling them that the chances were fifty-fifty 

would not appeal to their sense of humor. I 

had to give a definite answer. 

A third: “There is great pain in my stomach. 

What should I do, Master?” In such cases I 

recommended that he fast for two days and 

repeat the name of Karuna Mata twenty 

times a day. You see, I knew the cause of 

their stomach ailments: it was the infernal 

gram they ate; and they ate it unboiled. My 

suggestions almost always worked. Even if 

they didn’t, no one had the courage to tell 

me so, so grave was my demeanour and so 

commanding my voice. Confident of my 

standing among them, I sometimes scolded 

the ignorant fools. 

 

Yes, I came to regard them as such. In return 

they called me Master. But I was “Master” 

only when I sat at the foot of the goddess. 

At other times they ignored me. Don’t be 

puzzled by this attitude. In our village 

everyone is conscious of caste. Most of the 

people in our village do not belong to the 

higher castes. There are a number of sub 

castes: there are people of various warrior 

classes, there are carpenters, there are 

cobblers and there are a few aborigines. No 

one talks much about caste but everyone 

knows who is higher than whom.  In my case 

they would take my advice as a man with 

special powers but ignore me socially. I was 

even denied the privileges of an ignorant 

priest. They would never ask me to perform 

even the lowly rites like consecrating a new 

hut or presiding over the first ceremonial 

tonsuring of a child, leave alone rites 

connected with a birth, a marriage, or death 

What’s that? No, nobody carries swords. We 

are not so backward, ha, ha. But I’ll come to 

that particular sword later. 

As I said, this feeling of hierarchy was always 

there. Here were these fools coming to me 

for advice, yet believing themselves my 

superiors because of some imaginary 

ancestral blood. Such injustice!  These 

thoughts festered in me. 

One evening I became so angry that I 

shouted at them: 

“Go away you owls. Why must you bother 

me with your stupid questions? I’ll have 

nothing to do with you anymore.” 
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They were stunned by my outburst but said 

nothing. They departed like sheep. 

 

The next morning I went to my customary 

place. The scolding had not deterred them. 

My annoyance had not died down though. I 

sat silently. So did they. No one asked any 

questions. 

Day after day I would go to the appointed 

place. I lived with my anger. I did not 

understand why these feelings should last so 

long. The people continued to come. The 

ritual of silence was enacted day after day. 

I heard whispers.  People said that the 

Goddess had possessed me. Gods and 

goddesses always chose people with powers 

to work their will. Who better for the 

Goddess to favor than the one with the 

Inner Light?  That is how they sought to 

explain my strange behavior. 

“No Goddess has possessed me. Go away, 

go away!” 

Around this time a strange desire filled me. I 

began to steal. It gave me much pleasure. 

The planning, waiting, watching, followed by 

swift action and a speedy escape. It didn’t 

matter what I stole. The action became an 

end in itself. It was usually something petty. 

A villager’s turban or someone’s plough. A 

cobbler’s hammer or a carpenter’s saw. 

Some of these I threw in the nullah, the 

sluggish steam on the other side of the 

village, some I took home, some I left near 

the image of Karuna Mata for the owners to 

reclaim. 

I think these people knew that I was the one 

responsible for the missing items because 

they began to look at me with puzzled, 

frightened looks. Children fled even when I 

called out to them in gentle soothing tones. 

One evening I shouted: “You come to me for 

solace. You say the Goddess has possessed 

me, has entered my body. Yet is this the way 

to treat your Goddess? An open platform. 

Where is the roof?  The sky?  What sort of a 

floor do the people have to sit on? The dry 

cracked earth?  Where are the walls? Haven’t 

you seen the temples in other villages? Why 

don’t you make one like that for   Karuna 

Mata?” 

Flailing my arms in excitement, I raved:  

“Build a temple for Karuna Mata.  Collect 

money.   Each person must give, must give 

what he can.” 

My words were not premeditated. My 

demand came on the spur of the moment.  

After that outburst, I could think of nothing 

else. My heart burned with the desire to 

build a temple for Karuna Mata. 

I thought about it every hour of the day. If I 

jerked out of sleep suddenly in the middle of 

the night, the desire hung around me, like 

the snake coiled round God Shiva’s neck. The 

Inner Light became a reality for me. I began 

to see it. There right behind my eyes, like a 

flame of white milk, quivering with some 

hidden pulse. 

 

My pilfering now acquired a purpose. I 

stored whatever I stole. I traveled often to 

the nearby town of Bundi to sell what I 

stole. A number of times I lifted cattle. In 

this way I collected a fair amount of money. 

Attendance at my court began to drop. 

Fewer and fewer people came to see me. 

The gifts of food and money became few 

and far between. I had time to roam the dirt 

paths of the village. 

“Where is the money for the temple? Why 

haven’t you collected money for the 
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temple?” I shouted these words as I passed 

their shabby dwellings. I even took to 

stopping passers-by and embarrassing them. 

I truly believed that one day we would build 

the temple. The quivering flame of milk 

which I now constantly carried in my head 

told me that people were collecting money 

without telling me. I led myself to believe 

that they wanted to surprise me with a huge 

sack of coins and notes. I refused to believe 

it when someone told me that they were too 

poor to spare anything for the Goddess. 

There were times when I would feel the 

white flame balloon out and fill my whole 

body, making my skin feel a mere casing. 

Many thoughts came to me when I was 

caught up in its brightness:  a famine would 

strike us or a dust storm of immense 

proportions sweep away our huts or an 

epidemic kill everyone if we did not build the 

temple. I shared these predictions with the 

people. Instead of being alarmed they 

turned stony faces towards me. 

To ease the agitation in my body, I bought a 

string of beads and began to tell them 

sitting in the shadow of the Karuna Mata. By 

now hardly anybody came to consult me. 

Note the irony: when I hadn’t seen the Inner 

Light people believed that I had. Now they 

seemed to doubt my word even though I 

told them hundreds of times that I lived with 

it. I doted on it when it shrank and burned 

like the wick of a candle. I grew agitated 

when it expanded and cocooned me. 

Yet I was not without hope:  I believed that 

if the people didn’t collect the money, the 

Goddess herself would show me the way to 

build the temple. 

And in time she did exactly that. 

 

This thought came unbidden, suddenly: dig 

five steps to the left of the image and you 

will find hidden treasure. Diamonds, gold 

coins, rubies, gems. The question to which 

no answer came no matter how much I 

concentrated on it: five steps in which 

direction? 

The question troubled me for a few days. 

Then without being aware of how I came 

upon it, I knew the means I should adopt to 

find the answer: sprinkle human blood on a 

fire before the image and count five steps in 

the direction in which the flame spurted. 

Only the Inner Light could have accessed 

this information for me. 

Human offering consecrated mighty 

undertakings in ancient Rajasthan. This 

tradition is no longer observed. But what is 

to stop us from reviving the practices 

honored by our forefathers? 

On the very day I was given this solution, I 

remembered that many  years back  Malalia 

Jat of  our village and  Bishu  Chamar of  

Virgram  Village had asked  for permission to 

dig round the image for hidden treasure. 

They narrated a story that had come down 

in Mahalia Jat’s family. One of his ancestors, 

a mercenary in the army of Adil Shah, ruler 

of the then principality of Bijapur, buried a 

sack full of loot on his return from a punitive 

expedition against another prince fiefdom. 

Rather than share the wealth with his joint 

family, the ancestor took the secret of the 

location to the other world with himself.  

This memory provided the proof I needed. 

Here was the intuition of the Inner Light 

collaborated by a thought in two human 

minds. 

Everything flowed smoothly after that. The 

Inner Light itself planned my modus 

operandi.  I decided first to ask Malalia Jat 

and Bishu Chamar whether they were still 
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interested in looking for the treasure. I 

planned to give both a small share of the 

booty.  In one of my trances, when the Inner 

Light was the size of a sapling inside my 

body, I was told to perform the deed on the 

festival of Holi which was not too far off. I 

thought this a happy choice because people 

celebrated the arrival of spring by throwing 

colored powder and colored water on each 

other. The color formed such a natural 

camouflage that few people recognized 

each other. Add to that the fact that on the 

day of Holi, people start drinking their 

strong country brews from early in the 

morning. 

 

The steps – what we would do that day – 

outlined themselves quickly. We would take 

the ‘Chosen One’ to an old   disused 

irrigation well, a mile on the other side of 

the village. This area was quiet. The well was 

surrounded by fields on three sides and the 

dyke over on the apology of a river on the 

fourth. Few people passed this way at any 

time of the day. 

*** 

Holi came. Ah! Holi. The colored powders 

symbolize the visual beauty of spring, the 

many hues of renewal in nature, seasons and 

man. My mood was as light as the colors 

around me were bright. The colored water 

people throw on each other on Holi 

represent abundance, the life-giving 

qualities of water. My action would bring 

about a renewal of a different sort; it would 

be the trigger for prosperity and abundance 

for our village and the villages around ours. 

The colour-smeared faces and clothes 

became indistinguishable masks, and 

nobody could recognize anybody else. 

Shortly after noon when the sun was strong 

and the effect of drink high, I began to move 

and talk with an old man, Shivnath Khati. 

He was black, very tall, with long white 

bushy mustaches. He wore a loose turban 

and his ears were pieced with a pair of gold 

earrings. He was a goldsmith by profession. I 

remember how he swayed on his stilt-like 

legs as I led him towards the well. 

Malalia Jat and Bishu Chamar were waiting, 

exactly twenty one steps from the well as 

the Inner Light had indicated. Near their feet 

was a heap of cloth. I knew what was 

concealed under it – the sword Malalia Jat 

had borrowed from Bhim Lal Daroga, the 

retired policeman, and an empty bottle. I 

began to tremble.  At last my dream would 

be realized; the temple I had thought about, 

talked about, dreamed about. The temple! 

The temple! At last, at last! 

We threw Shivnath Khatri’s body in the well. 

Bishu Chamar burnt green gram on the 

blood-stained spots on the ground in order 

to destroy all evidence.  Malalia Jat and I 

flung our weapons over the dyke, and the 

three of us ran to the statue of Karuna Mata 

with the bottle. We lit a fire; I focused on the 

Inner Light and sprinkled the contents of the 

bottles on the flames. The flames subsided, 

then leapt. They leapt to the left. All of us 

counted five steps to the left. 

We began to dig frantically. We were tired, 

the day had been a hard one, and we took 

turns digging. Three feet deep, and still no 

sign of the treasure. Five feet, no luck. We 

dug to the right, we dug to the north, we 

dug to the east, we dug at random all round. 

We almost dug a circle round the statue. 

They left, both of them, angry, disgusted, 

cursing. I sat alone. The fire was dead, the 

wood had become cinders. I wept. Wouldn’t 

my dream come true? I had tried so hard. 

What more could I do, what more could I do, 
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I cried before the Inner Light. Tears of 

frustration. 

Then it all began to come out. First Shivnath 

Khati’s bloated body surfaced. Then his 

earrings; Bishu Chamar had sold to a 

goldsmith in Heoni Village. Finally, the 

sword. The last discovery brought an 

avalanche of people. 

My jailors tell me that the people of Makoria 

village are planning to atone for what they 

call the sin of a mad man. Otherwise, they 

fear, a catastrophe will befall the village. But 

I know the real reason. They are sorry that 

they did not listen to me and refused to 

build the temple. Who after all predicted the 

catastrophe?  Did I not tell them that famine 

would strike us or a dust storm of immense 

proportions sweep away our huts or an 

epidemic would kill everyone? 

Here they beat me and want to know why I 

did it. They won’t believe me when 

I say that the Inner Light led me to do it. 

They laugh at the very mention of the Inner 

Light. 

*** 

Glossary: 

Nullah- a narrow, sluggish steam 

Ram Navami – A festival that 

commemorates the birth of Lord Rama, hero 

of the Indian epic: The Ramayana 

Holi celebrates the arrival of spring, of the 

earth rejuvenating itself. Hindus celebrate 

this festival by sprinkling colored powder 

and water on each other, symbolically 

replicating the colours that adorn nature 

during this season. 
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‘HELP’ BY RAHUL SHARMA 
 

“The world is slowly coming to an end. The 

much expected moment. We all stand on 

the brink of a new age, a new age we aren’t 

even sure if it shall be documented enough 

for posterity to know. We may not have 

them after all, those grandchildren. Glaciers 

are melting. Flowers have started blooming 

on the highest peaks of the world. Oceans 

stagnate with algae. Days are not far when 

we would need specially constructed masks 

to breath. Man is full of greed, anger, apathy 

and restlessness. Ghosts have finally become 

a reality, from the dark-age forests to the 

concrete jungles, man is set to become an 

animal again; there is little doubt about that. 

Everything is going back, seems to go back, 

as if the boomerang has finally decided to 
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retrace its path. They say history repeats 

itself, and it’s pliable enough to concur, that 

history is on the verge of another 

cataclysmic change.” 

 

Saket was ambling up the roads of 

Dehradun, when the above strings of 

thoughts pervaded his mind. He was 

restless. Beside the patches of greenery 

around him, the few birds left in the sky 

were flapping their tired wings; little 

scattered balls of clouds were drifting here 

and there. They did not have the greyish 

quality of those before rains which often 

come out striking with lens and make great 

picturesque scenes, but were radiant blue, 

an unmeasured cornucopia of vapors and 

light. 

 

He was alone, walking through a rugged and 

eroded path which coiled around a 

mountain, headphones still embedded into 

his ears, though no music came out. The 

lithium battery of his smart phone had been 

dead for a long time and there was no 

charging point anywhere in sight; not that 

he was worried. There are things we wish to 

perpetually connect with, and there are 

things which when connected to us remain, 

and we are happy being connected to them. 

 

Dehradun is a little valley in North India 

which is famous for its scenic beauty where 

people vacation occasionally to have some 

cool time away from the Indian summer. 

This is one of those few places in India 

where one can feel closer to Nature, where 

one can come to terms with what 

abounding reality a few mountains with 

trees on them can proffer. And yet the 

distance, which man has travelled away 

from earth over long centuries of 

development, is conspicuous even here. 

Saket can feel it. The white line marking the 

stones and boulders meticulously numbered 

with paint, signifier of man’s conquest; the 

sticks and bundles of wood kept by the 

mountain wall, to be picked by local 

inhabitants when the curtain of night shall 

safeguard their presence, the buses and 

petrol cars zooming past like ants mounting 

up an anthill when looked from a distance, 

all of them make Saket feel empty headed, 

he was perhaps looking for an overhauling 

escape from the unrelenting hands of 

industry, when he had started with his 

journey. But as they say, melancholy 

proceeds hope. 

 

Saket is a young student from Delhi, he is, an 

undergrad who has just taken his final year 

examinations. He speaks fluent English and 

has that penchant of winning an argument 

in public places. He has come to Dehradun 

‘to have some breathe’, as he had texted his 

girl-friend, who is away, meandering 

through the rain-infested lanes of Mumbai. It 

is the month of June; and students are busy 

appearing for entrance examinations, 

waiting for their results, or travelling. Saket 

is among those who like to travel. 

 

The origins of these thoughts can perhaps 

be traced back to those minutes, when the 

train from New Delhi Railway station started 

its journey. It was a cloudy afternoon, rather 

drizzling, a faintly cool draft caught his ears 

near the barred window time and again. He 

had a small back pack with him, a few Tees, 

first aid stuff, some cash, an ATM card. 

Janshatabdi was scheduled to start at 

around 3:50, but was late; apparently some 

other train was late and this one had to be 
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halted for a while before the other could 

pass. He was looking out of the window, a 

platform with an undulating miasma of 

people contracting and expanding, while a 

kid assembled himself beside him. He was 

wearing a red cotton T shirt with a 

contrasting blue picture of Popeye on it. 

Announcements about train’s imminent 

departure were being repeated by a woman 

all over the platform in both Hindi and 

English. The boy said hello in a squeaky 

voice, which would soon turn into a hollow 

grunt as he grows up, he must have been 

fourteen or fifteen, Saket thought, and 

replied to him with a slight nod. 

 

He is not sure what he is up to, he is just 

walking and walking, unconcerned about 

night or animals that may appear as 

darkness descends. The lights around the 

hills have started popping here and there, 

the view from the end of one mountain 

always looks magnificent, red, blue, green 

and orange lights scattered like a swarm of 

fireflies; he is reminded of Kerala, where at 

night he once struggled with a whole lot of 

them, camping in a sparse forest. He decides 

to halt for a while and stands on the edge of 

the road and stares beyond, the valley of 

lights below, sprinkling water droplets have 

started to make their presence felt. Perhaps 

the clouds had after all decided to turn gray 

and shower some rain. And in a few 

seconds, it starts drizzling vehemently. 

 

It had started drizzling. The boy had settled 

down, and was busy tapping the keys of a 

smart phone. Saket thought he should also 

take out his phone and listen to a song or 

two, but decided against it. A man in a dark 

green military uniform entered the cabin 

with a luggage, it was a maroon Samsonite, 

not very large but the man had to haul it 

with effort to put it in the rack above their 

heads. He produced a smile to the boy, and 

then the young man beside him. The train 

gave a jerk. It was apparent that the man in 

army uniform was there just to see off 

someone. A screeching whistle pierced 

through the air of platform. It was a long 

time, as it appeared to Saket, before he 

could listen to the man. For his lips were 

mumbling which registered a bit later and he 

had to ask the man to repeat what he had 

said. 

 

“I said I want you to take care of my son. He 

has to get down at Roorkee. Just make sure 

that the suitcase gets properly down on the 

platform with him.” 

 

Saket had said OK and the man had then 

gone out, clambered out of the moving 

wagon, one leg on the platform and then 

the next, jogging with the snailing train, he 

saw him through the window. And while the 

train gained speed, the rain also started 

pelting with more and more force; in a few 

minutes, Saket had to close the windows. 

 

And now, it has started raining cats and 

dogs. Saket removes the back-pack from his 

shoulders, puts it on the tar road and takes 

out a wind-shield. Of course the wind-shield 

won’t be enough, the rain is too heavy, but 

that is the best option available to him. He 

removes a torch and checks it for proper 

function by beaming it on the rocks. A white 

arrow almost parallel to the ground smiles 

back at him through the curtain of rain. A 

crumpled plastic bottle of mineral water also 

twinkles, it must have been thrown out of a 

passing car on its way for a rendezvous with 
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the scenic Mussourie. Saket walks toward it 

and picks it up. He never liked it that a 

plastic bottle is thrown unawares, and that 

on a nature infested land; he just can’t bear 

it. 

 

Saket starts walking again, he is sure that in 

a few minutes a truck or a car or a bus shall 

pass and he shall be able to hitchhike down 

below the mountain. The rain is getting 

pretty heavy and he can’t avoid getting wet. 

He removes a compass from his pockets and 

tries to find out the direction where he is 

heading to, north; but there is no use, even 

if he knows he is headed towards north, he 

can’t escape the rain. The torch helps him 

find a minor protuberance away from the 

rock like an umbrella, a possible place of 

shade where he can wait until some stray 

help appears. But it is dangerous, landslides 

are not uncommon during rains thanks to 

deforestation, and it is highly probable that 

a boulder may fall on him any instant. He 

decides to pass the protuberance and be 

away from it as early as possible. 

 

At Roorkee, he had found that the boy 

beside him had slept. He woke him up and 

helped him to de board the train in time. The 

rain had stopped, or perhaps it never rained 

in Roorkee. He decided to stand near the 

door and smoke for a while. A beautiful girl 

was there too, sitting on a suitcase near the 

toilet doors, looking at her watch again and 

again, perhaps she was waiting for 

someone, or rather something to happen. A 

plain white t shirt, with ‘don’t stare’ 

scribbled across the chest in black,as if this is 

what people do when they look at her; or 

perhaps this is exactly what they do, men 

who are bored or not even bored but just 

happen to see a pretty gal with nice breasts 

or hips, this is what they do: ogle at her. 

Somehow the words ‘don’t stare’ make 

Saket stare even harder, perhaps that is 

what the T shirt is meant to do, incite men to 

look at the woman’s chest. He is reminded 

of Shweta, his girl-friend, presumably she is 

also in a local train in Mumbai and men are 

ogling at her because they have nothing else 

to do. He tries calling her, the phone rings 

for two or three minutes but she doesn’t 

pick up, apparently she is busy. He slinks 

down the little door into the cabin and walks 

back to his seat where he finds another 

passenger, an old woman peacefully reading 

a book: On diabetes and its symptoms. 

 

Saket has been walking for a long time. But 

nothing like a vehicle has passed the road, 

now that he thinks about it: it has actually 

been a long time since a vehicle passed his 

way. It is weird but not so weird when he 

takes into account the heavy rains. They are 

all perhaps stuck due to a tree which has 

fallen, he looks around himself, the torch 

glows a few trees along with rocks, the rain 

pelting on them ferociously, they might fall 

down, any moment, those trees, what 

species are they? He checks his mobile 

phone which he knows is dead, but hope 

forces him to tap on the screen 

nevertheless. He starts walking faster, 

perhaps a shop is nearby, or a small hut or a 

restaurant, where he can stay and wait. 

Night has finally fallen with its full intensity 

and there is nothing else he can do but walk 

and walk, with a torch making his way a bit 

easier. 

 

I am also walking now, for a long time. There 

are helicopters hovering over our head. Rain 

has managed to stop for a while and there 

are trees which have blocked the roads all 
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over. I am walking alone through hoards of 

people carrying dead corpses, unearthing 

them under rocks, bones and muscles. I 

want to tell one of them, make them aware 

of the fact that Saket is still to be rescued. 

Gunny bags full of wheat and rice, a 

politician in white uniform looking at us from 

above, I can see them all. But I can’t tell 

them, they can’t hear my voice, feel my 

presence. I am like a dead ghost to them and 

that, is in fact what I am: a ghost but which 

is alive. I am Saket but I am not him, I am just 

a fragment of him which still lives while he is 

lying under a huge rock, perhaps dead, I am 

not sure. It’s been a long while since I 

separated from him, he wanted me to go 

out and look for some help. Dark brown 

muddy water in its various rivulets is 

coursing through the dents beside the tar 

road. I am not sure if they will find Saket’s 

body, I am just walking and will continue so, 

even the day when it won’t be a forest here, 

I will continue walking. 

*** 

Rahul Sharma, from India, aged 23, is an 

honours graduate in English Literature from 

Hansraj college, Delhi University. This is his 

first ever submission to a short story 

publishing magazine. 

 

 

 

‘WHERE THEY DON’T TALK 

ABOUT LOVE’ BY DEVI 

ASMARANI 
 

They are sitting at Carlo’s Pizzeria 

downtown, sharing a thin-crust Margherita 

pizza and a pitcher of beer between the four 

of them. Having downed a few vodka-

orange back at the dorm, they are in a chatty 

mood, engaging in a sprawling conversation 

punctuated by the occasional boisterous 

laughs. 

Even Mandy is less than her sarcastic self 

tonight. In fact, she is uncharacteristically 

animated, telling stories of her hillbilly 

uncles in the country. She speaks with a 

slight southern accent, but now she is 

impersonating herself in a thick country 

twang, the ways she sounds when she’s 

speaking around her family at home. 

“Took me years to train myself to talk like 

this, and I thought I did good when I came 

here. Then I go home, and I’d be hearing 

myself talking, and I’m like, whoa… how did 

that creep back in?” 

“I guess we can’t take the country out of 

you, Mandy,” Mia teases her, exaggerating a 

fake southern drawl. 

She has been to Mandy’s home which is 

about a two-hour drive from town. Mandy’s 

mom, Ruby is a perfect specimen of a chain-

smoking blue-collar southerner who looks 

way beyond her age. Ruby’s accent is so 

thick, Mia often only gets 70 percent of 

what she says. But Mia loves her bluntness 

and the way she relies on Mandy as some 

sort of moral and intellectual authority—in a 

kind of parent-child reversal role she’s still 

not accustomed to. Plus, Ruby seems more 

sincere and kind than anyone she knows. 

One of Mandy’s uncles referred to Mia as 

“oriental”, and spoke to her so loudly, she 

couldn’t figure out whether he thought she 

was deaf or didn’t speak English, but she 

didn’t mind (no point in impressing on them 

that she scored nearly a perfect in TOEFL, 
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and that her SAT score was on the national’s 

85 percent top range). Mandy took her to a 

country bar where everyone was dancing 

the two steps and all the men wore cowboy 

hats and boots, even the Mexicans—

especially the Mexicans. 

 

Mia loves Mandy and considers the girl her 

American best friend. They met at an 

International Club meeting on campus of 

which Mandy was one of the only two 

American members. They were soon drawn 

to each other because the other female 

members were mostly bookish Chinese and 

tongue-tied Japanese, a group that was hard 

to permeate. (Later Mandy admitted that 

she joined the club because everything else 

about America bored her. She majors in 

three languages, English, French and 

Spanish, and speaks the two foreign 

languages fluently. And she plans to leave 

the United States as soon as she graduates). 

By the time the two met, Mia had stopped 

talking to her only other compatriot in 

campus, after the latter was warned by her 

born-again Christian American boyfriend 

that Mia might corrupt her with the drinking 

and party habit. So much for the bond of 

nationality, thought Mia. 

 

Mia loves Mandy’s fierce intellect, her sharp 

tongue, and the way she tells her as it is (‘I 

love you perek,’ Mandy would tease Mia 

with the Indonesian word for slut that she 

had learned from her). Mia doesn’t quite 

love Mandy’s dark moods, but understands 

and tolerates it, for Mandy has her share of 

battle. She’s on a lot of medication for the 

rheumatoid arthritis she’s suffered since 

childhood. Some days Mandy wakes up in 

pain, and on these days she often decides to 

spend the whole day in bed reading, not 

even bothering to call in sick to her classes. 

Still, she never gets anything less than an A. 

 

Now Philip pitches in. He’s talking about his 

last trip back home where he had to eat a 

boiled duck embryo in its shell. His cousins 

taunted him, ‘You’re not a real man until you 

tried one of those’. 

“Ew, did you?” Mia asks. 

“Hell yeah! I gagged a lot before I bit into it, 

but it actually didn’t taste so bad,” Philip 

says. 

“Shit, I’d be throwing up like a 

motherfucker,” Danny says, shuddering. 

“I’d be like, call me Susan, man, I don’t mind. 

Just don’t make me eat that shit.” 

They laugh, but know that it is impossible. 

No one would accuse Danny of being a girl, 

even if he refuses to eat some horrible 

poultry embryo. He’s an Alpha male—a 

beautiful one too. Mia teases him and calls 

him “Dan the Man” when they’re fooling 

around. She knows he digs it without a trace 

of irony. 

They met at Club XIII a few weeks ago. Mia 

was dancing with Mandy when someone 

tapped her shoulder, gave an impressive 

pearly smile (which really shined under 

those lights), and joined them on the dance 

floor. He asked if he could guess her origin. 

Shoot, she said then. He guessed the 

Philippines, and he was wrong, though not 

too far off. Then he told her he would be 

back, and left shortly before returning with 

an Asian guy. 

“Philip, this is Mia,” he introduced them to 

each other. “Philip is a master at this thing.” 
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Philip looked at Mia, and paused for a 

moment as he studied her face. 

“Indonesian,” he said. 

“Filipino,” she guessed back. 

 

Philip was brought to the States from Manila 

by his parents at age 7, so he’s pretty much 

American, while Mia is only in her third year 

in the States. They talked for some time at 

the bar, but both knew that would be as far 

as their connection would go that night. She 

has learned that here in small-town America, 

there is an unwritten rule that when two 

fully integrated Asians meet (and she 

considers herself one), they would not be 

attracted to each other in the company of 

their non-Asian peers. It may sound like 

reverse racism, but it isn’t—just another one 

of those social survival tricks. 

 

Danny was amused by their instant 

connection, but soon took over the 

conversation and seduced her with his 

aquamarine eyes and his James Dean’s lips 

on which a Marlboro dangled at just the 

right angle. He is strawberry blond and 5.9 

with what would be described in a magazine 

article as chiseled jaw lines. He plays in a 

rugby team and aspires to move out west to 

become a professional player. That he plays 

rugby in a football-crazed country earned 

him some brownie points in Mia’s eyes. 

That night Danny went home with her. They 

rode in Mandy’s two-seater. Mia sat in his 

lap, as he recited her full name repeatedly, 

exaggerating its tongue-twisting aspect. 

Mandy rolled her eyes at his obvious 

attempt to be cute, but laughed along. It’s 

hard to be bitter to someone as good 

looking and charming as him. 

“He’s just too gorgeous to be true,” Mandy 

said the next day over lunch at the cafeteria, 

as Mia recounted her passionate night with 

him. 

“I know! Can you believe it?” Mia said wide-

eyed and giggly. 

They make love, but they’re not in a 

relationship—that much she knew—for 

neither one has ever made a move towards 

making it exclusive. Once when Mia was 

helping Mandy with her groceries to her 

dorm room, she saw Danny walking with 

Kerrie, who lives on the same floor, 

presumably bringing her laundry basket. She 

didn’t greet him, for she had a feeling he had 

seen her and pretended not to. Mia thought, 

ah, well, I guess that means I can see other 

people too—though she doesn’t. 

As the quartet continues their conversation 

at the pizzeria, a busboy comes to clear the 

next table. Mia, in one of her ebullient 

moods and seeing that they are still on the 

subject of ethnicities and origins, turns to 

the busboy unexpectedly. 

“And where, may I inquire, are you from, 

sir?” 

It takes a moment before the guy realizes 

that it was he who’s being addressed and it 

takes him even longer to digest that 

question. She repeats the question in a 

simpler form this time. Still, he looks to his 

right and left first, just to make sure, before 

answering it in a thick accent, “Vietnam.” 

Being tipsy and full of good intention, Mia 

replies cheerfully, ”Oh, Vietnam! I love pho!” 

The others on the table laugh, not at the 

busboy particularly. Still, there is always a 

touch of insensitivity to these alcohol-

enhanced group laughs. 
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“Jesus, Mia, could you be a little less subtle? 

Or were you really being ironic? Which would 

be kind of mean.” Philip scolds her in jest. 

“What? I meant it!” Mia says, slightly 

blushing. 

The guy walks back to the kitchen, taking a 

load of dirty dishes with him. 

“I bet you his name is Nguyen,” whispers 

Philip as the guy disappears from their sight. 

Mia elbows him. She can feel Danny 

brushing his leg against hers under the table. 

 

*** 

The next day as she is pulling in the car lot of 

her apartment complex, she sees the guy, 

the busboy, getting out of a car too with 

another Vietnamese-looking man. He is 

skinny with a pointy face and a set of 

cautious-looking eyes, while his friend is 

shorter and smiley. They look like they’re in 

their late 20s. 

“I didn’t know you lived here,” Mia says, 

“But then again, I only moved in a week 

ago.” 

“Hi,” he says, abruptly, and looking as if he’s 

going to say something else but comes 

short. 

“I’m Mia,” she extends her hands. 

The guy introduces himself as Thuan, and his 

friend is Nguyen. Philip was half right after 

all. The two work in the same kitchen at 

Carlo’s. 

It is a medium sized complex divided into 

three parts. The main building is a strip of 

duplex inhabited mostly by elderly tenants. 

Across the parking lot is Mia’s unit, above a 

recently vacated house that faces the street. 

Her unit faces the side at the main building, 

looking more like an attic that had been 

turned into a small flat. A flimsy aluminum 

door opens to a narrow and claustrophobic 

stairway, leading to a lonely hallway and her 

solitary flat. 

There’s no ceiling in her flat, only an inclined 

roof with the highest point being the kitchen 

and the lowest point right above the 

headboard of her bed. It’s high enough for 

her to sit and read a book before going to 

bed, but not enough for some of the more 

acrobatic bed stunts that Danny likes to 

experiment. The two Vietnamese live in a 

separate building behind Mia’s unit also 

across from the main building. It’s on the 

second floor above a storage area. 

“Come for beer some time,” said Nguyen, 

the friendlier one who seems to speak 

slightly better English. 

“That would be awesome,” Mia says. 

*** 

The next Friday Mia has an idea. She is going 

out with Mandy tonight, possibly to a frat 

party, and she wants to be intoxicated 

before they go to these boring parties. 

Danny has a rugby match and she knows the 

routine. If his team wins, he will likely get 

sloshed with his mates, and if he isn’t too 

drunk, or if he doesn’t meet another girl 

(perhaps that Kerrie girl), he will call her, or 

at least find her at some clubs where she 

may be hanging out. If the team loses, he 

will find her wherever she is and they will 

end up going back to her place, and possibly 

have the best sex ever. 

 

Mia has an idea. She wants to get some 

drinks before she and Mandy go out. Their 

last fake IDs have been seized at a bar in 

Atlanta, and these days they often resort to 
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the kindness of friends or strangers of age 

to buy them drinks at the store or at bars. 

Mia thinks of her Vietnamese neighbors. 

They must be old enough and surely they 

don’t mind helping her buy some liquor. 

 

She walks up to their apartment and knocks 

on the door. Thuan opens the door and 

looks as if he is caught by surprise. She is a 

little surprised too actually, after half 

expecting that they might be at work. 

 

“Hey, sorry to barge in like this. Is this a bad 

time?” 

Thuan says no and asks her to come in. She 

takes a seat on the couch next to the door, 

her back against the glass window.  Their 

living room is about the same size as hers, 

but sunnier. It has the same cheap sofa, and 

looks as if it is barely lived in. Nguyen is at 

work, Thuan says in response to her 

question, adding that he just ended his shift. 

“I see.” Mia says. 

She asks him how long they’ve been in this 

town. “Almost 2 years now,” he replies. 

They were working in Los Angeles with 

some relatives before. She pictures the two 

living in a small room with a dozen other 

people there, like stories she’d read in 

magazines about immigrants. They must 

have a good life here, she thinks. 

She is about to tell her purpose of coming, 

when he offers her a beer. Sure, she says, 

always unable to refuse alcohol, but 

wonders how long she will have to stay. 

Mandy will be arriving in an hour. 

She sips her beer, thinking of ways to create 

a conversation. She has slowed her speech 

down to make herself sound less American, 

pronouncing words as an Indonesian who is 

less fluent in English would, for his benefit 

(thinking, for some reason, he may 

understand that better than an American 

accent), but a normal conversation is still a 

struggle on his part. She struggles even 

more to comprehend what he says. This 

makes her wonder whether she is too 

Americanized already, having only been here 

a year longer than them. 

There is a silence, a long silence, and she is 

looking down at her watch, when he blurts it 

out. 

“I lop you,” he says. 

She looks up and thinks for a moment that 

she has misheard what she heard. 

“Sorry?” 

“I lop you,” he repeats it even more 

decisively. 

She doesn’t know what to say, looking at 

him in disbelief, and for a split second 

presumes it’s a joke. Then she realizes it 

must be the language thing. 

“Oh, no, no, no, no, no,” she says, chuckling 

politely. 

“You don’t love me. You don’t…. you, you 

don’t even know me,” she waves her hands 

at him in a playful dismissal. 

 

“Yes, yes, I lop you.” He rises from his seat 

towering above her across the coffee table, 

making her feel completely uneasy. 

“I think I have to go,” she leaps to her feet, 

making her way towards the door, but 

Thuan is there already, unexpectedly fast, 

blocking the door with his body. 
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“I have to go now, my friend’s coming, you 

can’t keep me here,” she tells him. 

“Don’t go,” he says. 

“Don’t go,” he gestures her to sit back 

down. 

“No, I have to go,” she raises her voice. “Let 

me out, please!” 

He won’t, and he repeats the fact that he 

loves her. Putting his index finger to his 

mouth to urge her to be quiet, he leans in 

closer towards her. By this time in full 

hysteria, she starts screaming and banging 

the glass window with the side of her fist. 

“Let me out!” 

“Help! Help!” 

She realizes the futility of this. Nobody lives 

downstairs, the only people that may be at 

home are in the apartment building 50 yards 

across the parking lot, and they are mostly 

senior citizens who she doubts will even 

hear anything. Still, she keeps pounding at 

the window.  Looking bewildered, he tries to 

calm her by approaching her even closer, 

only to send her into a massive state of 

panic. She backs away, her voice is getting 

hoarse from the screaming and for a 

moment she stops. They look at each, 

measuring the threat they pose to each 

other. 

After some time, finally he says: “OK, OK, 

OK!” 

He raises his hands, palms facing her like 

those villains in movies that have to show 

their bare hands to the police who are 

pointing guns at them.  Then he unlocks the 

door for her and steps out of the way. She 

looks at him, and makes a mental calculation 

of how fast she needs to run past the door 

and down the metal stairs before he can 

catch her. She read somewhere that some 

predators like to give hope of getting away 

to their victims, before catching them again. 

But he keeps the door opened and does not 

move, so she rushes outside, runs down the 

stairs and climbs her own staircase until she 

is back in the safety of her apartment, 

panting. 

 

That night, when Mandy picks her up, she 

doesn’t tell her about the episode, being too 

embarrassed by it. Who would be stupid 

enough to come to the house of a stranger 

to get them to buy liquor anyway? Even if 

the stranger is a skinny, harmless-looking 

Asian. She also begins to question whether 

he really had any ill intention, or whether she 

was overreacting to his crude advance. 

 

They go to the frat party and get bored. At 

Club XIII, Danny is nowhere in sight. Mandy 

drives her home a little over midnight, and 

Mia thinks of her Vietnamese neighbor 

again. She asks Mandy, without explaining 

why, to wait in the car and watch her until 

she gets in her flat and turns the light in her 

low-ceilinged bedroom before Mandy drives 

off. Mandy, being tired and missing her bed, 

does just that without questioning. 

 

In the morning Mia wakes up a little earlier, 

having had trouble sleeping. She goes to the 

kitchen, makes herself some coffee and sits 

in her living room looking at the phone. She 

wonders whether she should call Danny and 

check if he picks it up, just to see whether he 

came home last night. But then again, Philip 

might pick the phone up. Or they might just 

switch the phone off. She lights a cigarette 

and continues to weigh her options. 
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Then there’s a knock on the door. And 

without even checking—her door has no 

peephole—she knows who it is. Still, she 

asks. 

“Who is it?” She presses an ear against the 

door. 

“It’s me, Mia,” she hears Thuan high-pitched 

voice, and realizes it’s the first time she 

hears him saying her name. It sounds 

strange now that being associated with him 

is the last thing she wants. 

“What do you want?” She asks him, raising 

her voice to warn him of her dislike. 

“I’m sorry,” he says. 

“It’s OK—no problem—please go home 

now.” 

He doesn’t, for she can hear him shuffling 

about in the narrow hallway. She stands 

next to the door for a few minutes, until she 

realizes, he’s not leaving. 

Angered and slightly concerned, for she’s 

not expecting anyone to visit her today, she 

walks to the kitchen to find something to 

use as a weapon. She has only a bread knife, 

a cheap one she bought at the dollar store 

to slice baguette. At her old apartment, it 

was her roommate who bought and kept all 

the kitchenware, and she has not had time 

to shop for the apartment. Looking at its 

serrated edge, she knows that it won’t do. 

She looks into one of the boxes that hasn’t 

been opened, the one containing books and 

other school-related stuff, and finds a pair of 

medium-sized scissor. She takes the scissors 

and carries it back to the living room, where 

she begins to practice some made-up self-

defense move. She hides the hand with the 

scissors behind her back, then swiftly 

producing it, she stabs the air with the thick 

tip. She does this repeatedly several times. 

He knocks on the door again. 

“Go away!” she says. 

“I am sorry!” he says. 

“I know,” she says. “It’s OK, just go!” 

 

He doesn’t budge, and she can feel his tense 

breathing, his rigid demeanor and his cagey 

gaze, even if she can’t see him. The guy says 

something in broken English, his words are 

disjointed and all the consonants seem to 

mix up randomly.  She catches the part 

about “mistakes”. 

She feels a sudden wave of sadness for him, 

she hates herself for becoming an object of 

his affection, or whatever he was trying to 

express when he said he loved her. 

“Just go home please; I have a weapon here. 

Or I’ll call the police if you don’t,” she says, 

getting desperate, but also knowing that 

calling the police would be her very last 

resort. She knows it won’t come to that. 

He sits on top of the staircase (for some 

reason she knows this), as she sits back on 

the couch, occasionally repeating the 

scissors move. Ten minutes pass before 

anything happens. 

Then his voice again: “I am sorry.” 

She hears his footsteps down the stairs and 

she waits for a while to see whether he’s 

really gone. 

There’s no sound. 

When her phone rings, she almost jumps 

from the shock. 

“Hey!” It’s Mandy. 

“Oh my God! You scared the hell out of me.” 
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“Why?” She asks. 

Mia doesn’t answer, and instead asks Mandy 

if she wants to go for brunch. 

*** 

Devi Asmarani, 41, is a freelance writer and 

author based in Jakarta, Indonesia. She was 

a journalist for The Straits Times and The 

Jakarta Post for over 13 years, and some of 
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published in The Sunday Post (The Jakarta 

Post’s Sunday edition). Some of her stories 

can be viewed on 

http://thehalfnakedtruth.wordpress.com/. 

Devi has authored the  book Yoga untuk 

Semua (Yoga for All, Gramedia Pustaka 

Utama 2011). 

 

‘THE NIGHT THAT WAS THEIR 

LAST’ BY JANE BORGES 
 

He had very soft hands; the palms of which 

had cupped her nose once, and had then ran 

through the knots in her hair a few seconds 

later, before stroking her face. Her face had 

reddened with amusement. She watched 

those curious eyes observe her without fear 

or trepidation, but instead, with a sense of 

recognition. 

They had not seen each other before, yet 

today, it felt like a long forgotten story 

would re-kindle again. His lips curled just like 

she remembered, and parted slightly, now 

and then, to soak in the air that they both 

shared. His aquiline nose, a remnant of the 

genes of a man she had once loved, was so 

distinct that it appeared almost peculiar on 

the well-rounded, chubby face of the five-

month-old. 

She saw him again, and stared at him for a 

while, before she collected herself, and 

pulled him out of the cot into her arms, and 

held him tight. 

“I am sorry,” she whispered into his ear, 

even as the baby continued to pull and play 

with her hair. “I am sorry,” she repeated, as 

her eyes welled up with tears. 

 

At 60, her life had come full circle. To love a 

man she could never forget, to see his 

reflection in his grandchild, she wished could 

have been her own. She did not know how 

she happened to come here, and was 

reminded of the night that was their last. 

“We cannot be together,” she remembered 

telling him. 

He did not ask why, because he had already 

known what had just befallen them. 

“Don’t leave,” is all he could muster up, and 

then, having realised that she really meant it, 

he uttered those words again like an 

obstinate child, “Don’t leave…please don’t 

leave…don’t leave.” He choked as he heard 

those words resound in the midst of the 

uncomfortable distance between them. She 

did not respond. Silence breezed in and out 

for long. 

They were sitting at the bottom of her 

stairway, and it took her some effort to get 

up, before she finally lifted her numb body, 

and walked up quietly, without even once 

looking back at him. He shriveled. It was 

over, and how. 

Looking back now, she felt the same familiar 

pain in her chest , as she had back then. If 

only she could tell him how much she loved 

him. If only, he was as honest in mind, as she 

was in heart. In the rapidity of her thoughts, 
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she had forgotten that the baby in her arms 

had begun to wail. 

A knock on the door drew her back into the 

present. On seeing “the other” enter, she 

halfheartedly placed the weeping-child 

inside the cot. 

“You can hold him,” the other said, “He 

would have loved that.” 

 

She nodded; her lips breaking into a thin 

smile, trying to contain the blush. 

“I received the letter yesterday,” she said, “I 

was not in the country.” 

“Yes, six months too late…he really hoped 

you would come,” the other said, slightly 

unconvinced with the excuse. 

“I am sorry.” Tears streamed down her eyes. 

“It is okay,” the other said, drawing a tray 

with tea and biscuits, toward her, “Please sit 

down.” 

By then, the baby’s wail had become 

disjointed, he was caught between sleep 

and weariness and it would be sometime 

before he would quieten and shut his small 

pair of eyes to sleep. 

“He died well. We were around him,” the 

other said, as she sat at the edge of the bed. 

“Did he suffer too much?” 

“No, it happened so fast, that he was spared 

the pain. He refused chemo too. So it was 

just a matter of weeks before cancer took 

him away…,” the other’s voice choked, 

“from all of us.” 

“Yes, he mentioned it in the letter.” 

“What else did he say?” the other enquired, 

“He never really told me what happened 

between the two of you. Lovers for eight 

years, and then you both simply parted.” 

 

A wave of silence impinged on the air. She 

wished that the baby was still awake, it 

would have eased the tension in the room. 

She relapsed into the past, to the night that 

was their last. 

“Why did you have to do this?” she asked, 

“It was going fine; we were doing alright, 

and now this.” 

“I did not mean to hurt you, but we need to 

move on,” he said. “We can start afresh. We 

love each other enough to start anew. 

Forget what happened.” 

“No, we can’t. We cannot be together,” she 

said. The last few words that she had said to 

him kept ringing like a bell. 

“You know, I always thought it was me,” the 

other said, breaking her thoughts again. 

“So did I?” she said smiling. 

“Did you?” the other asked, amused. 

“No, not at all. But you married him after we 

broke-up. So, everyone thought it was you. 

My parents, my friends…they all blamed 

you.  After all, you  were friends with him 

way before we started dating.” 

 

“I won’t deny that I loved him, but I was 

always the other. He never considered me 

until years after you split. So it could not 

have been me.” 

“Yes…not you.” 

“Then, who?” 

After a long pause, she said, “He wanted to 

marry me.” 
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“What? And you…and you, left him?” she 

asked, shocked. 

“You know what happened on the night that 

was our last,” she questioned, unwilling to 

give her an answer just yet. 

“No.” 

“He learnt I was carrying a baby inside me,” 

she said, without revealing an ounce of her 

emotion, “And he thought he should marry 

me, to save me from the ignominy.” 

“But, that was just no reason to leave him. 

You two were in love; everything was going 

well for the two of you. The baby 

happened…so what? It was just another 

reason for you to be together. If I were you, 

I wouldn’t have hurt him. He carried this pain 

for far too long. You were always his first 

love,” the other ranted, and would have 

continued, if she had not stopped her. 

“The baby…it was not his. He knew…” 

Suddenly, the baby woke up and as if shaken 

by a terrible dream, he wailed. His howls 

consumed the air, and never stopped until 

she left. 

*** 
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‘THE MESSAGE’ BY NISHATH 

NIZAR 
 

He woke to the hum of the three tonne 

truck outside his home, unloading or loading 

bricks or wood or whatever the landlord was 

crazy enough to get at nine in the morning 

every day. It was nothing new. Ever since 

he’d moved to this side of town, or rather 

this side of the village, this is how his daily 

routine had been. He couldn’t remember 

exactly when he had gone to sleep but could 

remember that he had had a good night’s 

sleep. He had come in late last night. It was 

his job, basically. It was all Roger Federer’s 

fault. If he had not dragged on a match he 

was already losing into a tiebreak every set, 

all of them would have gone home earlier. 

But it was not to be. 

 

Pushing aside the thin blanket that gave him 

warmth against the air waves of the split air 

conditioner directly above him, he 

shuddered. He had been planning to move 

things around in the house, so that he didn’t 

have to feel this shudder every morning. 

Groggily, he went to switch off the air 

conditioner. There was just one thing he was 

looking forward to in the morning on a 

weekend (because one does not usually get 

up so early on a weekend, even with the 

racket created outside) – a message. But it 

wasn’t there. The Nokia e63 had been abuzz 

all night, with messages coming in through 

the night from the group he had created for 

his school friends on whatsapp. But the one 

message he was looking for was not there. 

Battery depleted – due to the influx of 

messages – he decided to charge his phone. 
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Jockey shorts are good, he thought as he sat 

on the toilet. But then that was not exactly 

what he was thinking of. There were more 

things on his mind – why didn’t she 

message? And then a barrage of reason and 

answers seemed to instantly flood his mind. 

What if her dad had found the phone and 

confiscated it from her? What if her battery 

had malfunctioned? What if some unearthly 

beings had zapped her phone? Toilets are 

good procrastination chambers. He 

pondered on, little realising the scalding hot 

water about to touch his nether regions. He 

realised it alright but only after getting burnt 

a bit. After a few curses, and pulling up his 

shorts, he went about his next routine – 

rummage for food in the fridge. 

But before he does that, he takes a look at 

his phone screen once again. No message 

yet. Leaving the phone on the table, he 

proceeds to the kitchen – there are a couple 

of eggs, some bananas and a loaf of bread in 

the refrigerator. Scrambled egg and toast – 

ah that sounds good – he thinks. But was 

that actually what he was thinking? Not 

exactly. What if she’s been robbed? The 

sting of crackling hot oil brought him back to 

his senses. Robbed? What absurdity! He 

goes on to make his scrambled eggs and 

toast and then pours him a glass of orange 

juice. It’s a noisy morning, breakfast’s light 

yet filling and he still hasn’t gotten the 

message – except for the latter part, could 

he have asked for anything more? 

 

Time for the weekend laundry chore, he 

goes onto collect the smelly clothes lying in 

one corner of the room. He switches on the 

tap to the washing machine. Watching the 

tub fill up, he goes into his daze once again – 

what if she actually doesn’t want to 

message you and is avoiding you? He 

smirked as he thought of his last reason as 

to why she didn’t message. The clothes 

went in, the washing powder too and the 

tumbling began. But what if she really is 

avoiding me? The tumbling continued. And 

then the phone buzzed. He ran, picked it up, 

just to find the operators apparent scream 

across message – GREAT OFFER! Curses, he 

muttered under his breath. She still hadn’t 

messaged and he had forgotten about his 

last thought. 

 

After a couple of more washing in and out, 

the clothes went on to the clothesline to dry 

in the hot summer morning. I shouldn’t 

bother about why she didn’t message or 

should I actually bother and find out the 

reason as to why she hadn’t messaged? He 

thought. Was it something that he had said 

last night? But he had made sure his words 

were carefully constructed. That wasn’t the 

reason, he confirmed with himself after 

going through last night’s messages. He 

wiped the dollops of sweat on his forehead, 

formed from standing out too long in the 

close-to-afternoon sun. With the quota of 

clothes neatly lined across the clothesline, 

he went in. Ah curses! He said to himself 

again, as he wondered why he hadn’t 

switched on the air conditioning. 

 

After switching on the AC, he flopped on the 

couch in front of the television. Flipping 

through the myriad of channels, he finds the 

timeless sitcom – Friends – playing on Zee 

Cafe. Finally something to get him to stop 

thinking about the message. But no, he is 

not your ordinary guy, his mind meanders 

again – what if she is stuck in a lift and there 

has been a power outage. He knows that he 

doesn’t get network inside the lift at his 

workplace, so what if she is also stuck in a 

similar situation. Just thinking about the 



Maya, Judgement Night and other stories -New Asian Writing’s 3rd anthology of short stories 

www.new-asian-writing.com                                                                                                         84 | P a g e  

absurdity of his last reasoning he decided he 

shouldn’t think anymore. Back to Friends 

again. This time, he focuses on the episode – 

the thanksgiving one, with Brad Pitt, before 

he had become one half of Brangelina. Ah, 

the good old days, and he slumped a little 

more into the couch, slowly dozing off. 

 

He couldn’t see it, but his eyeballs were 

rapidly moving beneath his closed eyelids. 

Seems like, even in his dream, he wouldn’t 

let go off the message. 

The familiar Nokia tune startles him, close to 

three hours later. Eyes rubbing, he awakes 

from his slumber, and slaps his hand around 

the table next to the couch, searching for his 

phone. He finally gets his hands on it, and 

hurriedly checks out if it is the message. 

Heaven’s be praised, it was and it said – yes. 

The smirk on his face said it all. But he didn’t 

reply. Why not let her worry for a while? 

He never knew he was the fool. 
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‘PROGRESS’ BY SAYANTAN 

PAL CHOWDHURY 
 

The morning was not so sunny that day 

unlike the three previous days. Rain started 

the last night. Thunders pealed. Stormy wind 

bent the heads of the coconut trees down. 

On the roof of Rohitesh’s cottage raindrops 

danced wildly throughout the night. Hails 

seemed to break the tiles of his outer 

premises. But all that happened without his 

knowledge as he was sleeping with his wife 

and their only son in his quiet bedroom. Last 

night was a very quarrelsome night. In their 

nuclear microcosmic family everything was 

expected to be happy unless his wife was 

not very demanding and restless. It was not 

possible for Rohitesh to meet all the 

demands of his wife by virtue of his job in a 

high school as a teacher. In his diary he 

wrote last night: 

Sunday, 23rd August 

I don’t know in my peaceful, conscious mind 

why I am often disturbed by my better-half 

and her demands. Both of you know my dear 

study room and my silent diary, every night I 

am growing more silent by the blows coming 

from the outer world. My little one is very 

dearest to me. But he is unknown of the 

consciousness of the outer world at this age. I 

don’t want to disturb him. He will learn all 
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these things as soon as he grows old. I must 

thank literature, especially the scope that 

helped me to study English literature in 

college and university, which opened the 

closed windows of my mind slowly, silently to 

a new brighter world. Otherwise I might still 

be lost in the turmoil of this earthly life. I win 

every day even after my defeat in the regular 

battle with my wife. This is neither Plassey nor 

Panipath, but the victory of my sub-conscious. 

I was just reading Blake. “Without contraries 

there is no progression”—what a beautiful 

idea! Does my wife know this? No. I’ll not tell 

her. This is the arm that keeps my Satan out 

of my reach. Thanks to God that she keeps 

herself away from my study room. This diary 

can obviously hurl me down to hell as soon as 

it comes to her reach. Satan! Huh! Yes. Satan. I 

think she has slept. I must go by now. 

Closing the diary and keeping the Complete 

Works of Blake upside down, he went to 

sleep that night with high-brows as if he had 

been the Babur after his victory in the Battle 

of Panipath. Entering stealthily in his 

bedroom (as if he is entering in the enemy’s 

ground), he sleeps at the extreme corner of 

his bed watching the smiling face of their 

only child sleeping peacefully separating its 

parents. Rain had started a few minutes 

after they slept. 

 

When the daylight enters their bedroom, 

Rohitesh finds himself alone on the bed. He 

opens the torn leather cover of his mobile 

phone and discovers it is 7 O’clock in the 

morning. Oh, it is Monday! He jumps out of 

the bed. He has never got so late in working 

days. Where is Sonai? His son is always an 

early riser like his wife. Sometimes Sonai 

rises earlier than both of them. Rohitesh 

gives a jerk to his head and rushes to the 

kitchen. Yes, Jamini is there. She is busy 

doing her household chores. Turning to him 

she asks, “Oh, you are here?  You have to 

wait for tea. I have just set the pan on the 

oven. No one is to listen to me. Vegetables 

are short today. I have to manage 

everything. Only manage, manage and 

manage! From the first day in this house I 

have become the manager but without 

salary. A great job indeed!  Who is to listen 

to me? None. Sonai—Sonai? Where are 

you?” 

“Where is Sonai?” asks Rohitesh. 

“Don’t know. He was in the veranda. Playing 

with his toys.” 

“Wait. I am going there. Sonai—Sonai?” 

Sonai is playing with his toys silently. 

Rohitesh takes him in his lap, kisses his 

forehead and hugs him tightly. Sonai wants 

to get down. Leaving him with his toys 

Rohitesh goes back to the kitchen. 

“He is there. Don’t worry.” 

“Who am I to worry?” 

“What are you cooking today?” 

“Nothing. Only nothing. You want to eat it? 

Now just go and wash your mouth. I have 

made your tea. And I am not going to make 

it for you if this time it gets cold. Mind it!” 

“Ok dear.” 

 

He goes to the bathroom, washes his 

mouth, and comes out rubbing his face with 

his bluish towel. He drinks a glass of water. 

Taking the tea with two biscuits which his 

wife gives him forcefully, he goes to his 

study room. He takes the Complete Works 

of Blake and returns to the veranda. He sits 

at the corner of the veranda on the easy-

chair, keeps the cup and plate on the table, 

and looks at Sonai busy with his playthings. 
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He opens the book. He starts reading the 

poem ‘Infant Joy’: 

‘I have no name; 

I am but two days old.’ 

What shall I call thee? 

‘I happy am, 

Joy is my name.’ 

Sweet joy befall thee! 

 

Pretty joy! 

Sweet joy, but two days old. 

Sweet joy I call thee: 

Thou dost smile, 

I sing the while; 

Sweet joy befall thee! 

His face fills with the glory of joy. He looks at 

his child, smiles at him. Truly the song of 

innocence. Sonai has the joy which Rohitesh 

or his wife can never have again in this life. 

They are now in the sphere of experience. 

They are the tigers. They are galloping in the 

world of experience. Still he wants to 

preserve the innocence in him but he 

wonders how his wife has coped herself up 

with experience. She is truly up-to-date. She 

has no psychological unrest in leaving 

innocence. This is better although. The 

image of the tiger comes to his mind. 

Suddenly his wife calls, “are you not going 

to school today? It is 9-30 now.” 

“9-30! Oh my God! I am going to bathe.” 

“I have almost prepared your food. I had to 

remind you only. Now the rest is your 

decision.” 

Rohitesh closes the book, hurries towards 

his study room and keeps the books in his 

bag. He enters the bathroom and after 

about fifteen minutes he comes back 

wearing the towel as a lungi. It is 9-50 a.m. 

“Get my plate ready, dear”, he shouts while 

entering his bedroom. In the meantime 

Sonai comes to his mother seeking his 

sketch pencil. Jamini scolds him to stay aloof 

at that time of rush. She closes the cover of 

the pressure-cooker and sets it on the oven. 

Sonai still holds his mother’s saree and 

keeps on nagging. “Oh! I’ll commit suicide 

someday. I can’t bear all these things.” 

 

Rohitesh goes to his bedroom, open the 

almirah and gets his white shirt and black 

pant out. Wearing the shirt and pant he 

brushes up his hair standing in front of the 

three-fold mirror which was given to him as 

a gift in his marriage. Takes the perfume in 

his hand and sprays it on his shirt a little that 

can keep him away from the foul smell in the 

buses. 

“Are you ready?” 

“Yes, coming.” 

He goes to the dining table and gobbles his 

food. It is very late today. Jamini brings 

some cooked vegetables from the cooker 

and gives him to taste. 

“Taste it. It is not cooked properly yet.” 

“Ok.” 

 

Sonai in all of these draws his sketch pencils 

out of his school bag which is not yet used 

for its purpose. Sonai will be admitted in 

school the next year. He sits on the sofa and 

draws some squiggles on a white page. 
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Rohitesh licks the last trace of food from the 

plate, and leaving the plate washes his 

hands in the basin. He rushes to his study 

room, takes his black bag, checks it once 

again and puts his pen on his book pocket. 

Coming to the drawing room he waves his 

hands to his son, kisses him and bids good 

bye to Jamini. It is 10-15. Jamini comes to the 

veranda to lock the gate after Rohitesh goes 

beyond her sight. 

 

Coming out of his house, Rohitesh gets the 

bus soon. His school is not more than 10 

minutes distance from his house by bus. He 

cannot secure a seat just like every day. In 

the crowded bus he holds the back of a seat 

and looks outside from the open window of 

the bus. He gives his fare to the disgusted 

conductor. It is not very easy to alight from a 

crowded bus, especially at this office hour. 

Getting down from the bus he walks 

towards his school. However, it is not very 

late yet. When he reaches the school, the 

guardians of the students of classes five, six 

and seven are standing on the outer 

premises of the school, almost closing the 

entrance. He sometimes wonders why the 

guardians are so much anxious about their 

children. As soon as he manages to enter 

through the gate, a little one from class five 

rushes towards him with a white rose in his 

hand. 

“Sir, this is for you”, rushes the boy giving 

the rose to its teacher. 

An extract from Blake comes vividly to 

Rohitesh’s mind. 

“A flower was offered to me, 

Such a flower as May never bore….” 

He smiles at the little boy and paces towards 

the staff room. Last night’s rain has soaked 

the earth of the school. The balcony is still 

drenched. Keeping his bag on the long table 

of the staff room, he goes to sign in the 

attendance register in the Headmaster’s 

room. The bell rings for the prayer line. All 

the students and the teachers are present 

on the field. Some elder students give 

commands, and they all start singing the 

national anthem. When it ends the 

Headmaster orders them to go to the 

classrooms silently. 

 

Rohitesh’s first period is with class twelve 

sciences. He checks the routine. At this time 

the routine very hard to notice. He seizes 

the register and takes two chalks and a 

duster. It is in the second floor. On seeing 

him his students enters the classroom. He 

enters and the class rises. He calls the roll 

numbers. Closing the register he opens the 

book and asks a few questions to the 

students. Though the answers are not 

satisfactory, he fills the answers himself. 

Suddenly he notices two students on the 

last bench creating some noise. He asks 

them to stand up. One of the two stands up 

but the other remains seated. He calls him 

twice but the boy is stout. Rohitesh goes 

towards him, holds the boy’s ears and gets 

him up. 

“Why are you disturbing the class? Why 

don’t you obey my orders? What’s your 

problem?” 

“I have not disturbed the class, sir. So I don’t 

think I should obey your orders.” 

“Shut your mouth. You have disturbed the 

class. If you don’t want to communicate in 

the class, don’t disturb us at least. Now, 

keep your mouth shut. Keep silence.” 
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The bell rings. Rohitesh leaves the room 

angrily. He is very much disappointed by the 

rude behaviour of the boy. Is this the 

behaviour of member of an educated 

society? How do the guardians teach their 

children? Rohitesh loses his mood. 

Everything seems to be disgusting to him. In 

the staff room he sits with his head bent 

over his folded hands on the table. He 

thinks, yes. The experience; the experience 

is taking the innocence of these grown-up 

boys away from them. What a difference 

between the two boys of class five and class 

twelve! His Sonai will also be a victim of this 

experience one day. Oh god! Shakespeare 

echoes in his mind, “O fearful meditation! 

Where alack, shall times best jewel from 

time’s chest lie hid?” The bell rings again. He 

gets up to check the routine. He has to go to 

class eight. Seizing the chalk and duster he 

goes towards the class room. 

 

The day is not very soothing. Chatting with 

colleagues cannot give him mental peace. 

He thinks to discuss the matter with the 

Headmaster. But will it bring any fruit? No. 

Today everyone is over-sensitive. The 

guardians may create some new menace if 

they are called. No. Guardian call will not 

bring result. The best way is to forget it and 

accept the fact that experience destroys. 

Experience is destroying his family, his peace 

and his students also. It is doubtful whether 

contraries can bring progress. 

 

However, the school closes at 4-30p.m. 

Rohitesh takes his bag and after bidding 

good-bye to his colleagues and the 

Headmaster, he paces towards the school 

gate hurriedly to get the first bus. He wants 

to go home as early as possible. He doesn’t 

know why he longs to see Sonai early today. 

A paternal love is leaping in his mind. But in a 

corner of his mind the rude behaviour is 

hurting him. As he comes out of the school 

gate, he notices in a few yards’ distance that 

boy of class twelve walking in front of him. 

But he is not alone. Who is it with him? A 

little boy with a school bag on his back? Is it 

not the boy of class five who gave Rohitesh 

the white rose that morning? Yes, it is he. 

Hot blood rises in Rohitesh’s head. He can 

never leave the little boy with the rude one. 

He will certainly destroy his innocence. No. 

Rohitesh walks fast to catch hold of them. 

Yes. He is near now. Gasping and panting 

desperately in anger and disgust, he catches 

hold of the right hand of the little one. The 

two boys stop walking seeing their teacher 

with them. 

“Leave his hand. Leave him”, he orders the 

elder rude boy of class twelve. 

Suddenly the boy leaves the hands of the 

little one in surprise. His mouth is wide open. 

“Sir, this is my elder brother. We come to 

school and return home together. I wait for 

him till his classes finish”, says the boy of 

class five with his smiling face. 

Rohitesh looks at the elder boy, eyes wide 

open, silent. He leaves the hand of the little 

one. 

“May we go, sir?” asks the little boy. 

Rohitesh nods. The two boys walk ahead, 

leaving Rohitesh alone standing on the road. 

He looks at them from behind. Two boys are 

going holding each other’s hands. It 

happens regularly. They go side by side daily. 

Innocence and experience go side by side 

daily.  Someone echoes in his mind, 

“Without contraries there is no 

progression”. This is life. This is the 

philosophy of life.  Both of these are 

necessary. Innocence holds the hands of 
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experience. Lamb and tiger go side by side. 

A mild breeze blows over the head of 

Rohitesh. 

*** 

At night he writes on his diary: 

Monday, 24th August 

Without contraries is no progression. Yes. I 

have understood this philosophy. Today I 

have no question in my mind. No quarrel we 

had today. I have nothing to share with you 

my dear diary. I would like to be silent 

tonight. Good-bye. 

He closes the diary and keeps it under the 

Complete Works of Blake. Coming out of his 

study room, he goes towards the bedroom. 

Looks at his wife and their son. Silently takes 

Sonai in his lap and lays him gently at the 

corner of the bed. Makes a little room for him 

by the side of his wife. Sonai is in deep 

slumber. Jamini wakes. “What are you doing 

now at midnight?” she asks. Rohitesh shuts 

her mouth with his right hand. He lies down 

by her side, and hugs her as tightly as 

possible. Innocence and experience lying side 

by side. Rain comes pouring down again. 

*** 

Glossary: 

Plassey and Panipath: two historical places 

in India; known for the battles fought in 

these places. 

Lungi: a cloth which is wrapped in the lower 

portion as a wear. 

Almirah: wardrobe. 

Quotations: the extracts and quotations 

have been taken from Blake’s poems, 

Shakespeare’s sonnet (sonnet no. 65) and 

The Romantic Imagination by Bowra. I am 

indebted to these great people for their 

poems and works. 
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‘LIFE AND TIMES OF A ROOFTOP’ 

BY DR. KETAKI DATTA 
 

A three storied, old-fashioned building was 

ours in a snaky lane of North Calcutta. My 

father came along with his widowed mother 

to find refuge in this house, in a room on the 

roof. My granny, my uncle, father and their 

only sister started  living an identity-less, 

rootless life here in this serpentine lane in 

the northern nook of Calcutta—dazed, 

bewildered, woe-begone after a traumatic 

experience in the aftermath of the Partition 

of Bengal. 
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“See, don’t trample on the small cakes of 

pulses I have kept here to dry,” Granny used 

to shout cautioning her children who ran 

crazy along the roof, playing hopscotch. The 

pulse-cakes dried up, turned stony, yet 

Granny let them harden, more and more. 

Why? Perhaps it would make the curry 

tastier, which she planned to cook, the day 

after. 

 

Days of sunshine, of scorching heat gave 

way to the pitter-patter of monsoon. Granny 

again gave the children a good dressing 

down, “No, you should not gambol in the 

rains, no, no way. Play later, I say.” Hurriedly 

she used to take away all the apparels from 

the clothesline at the slightest hint of a 

downpour. 

As no one was there to earn for the family, 

my eldest uncle had to join the British Army 

to fight for them at Singapore. Each month 

his meagre salary would see them scraping 

through a hand-to-mouth existence. My 

father won a refugee stipend within a few 

months with his glorious result in the I.Sc. 

Examination though my younger uncle had 

to look forward to the money their dada 

sent through an army-man. 

 

Setting at naught the dire straits, the 

children of the family went besides 

themselves in joy when the festive mood 

rocked one and all in the city. Come Durga 

puja, or Visvakarma puja or the lesser-

observed Annapurna puja or the Ganesh 

Chaturthi, all four of them would roam 

hither and thither, hopping from one pandal 

to the other. Especially on the day of 

Visvakarma puja each year, father and 

younger uncle stayed high-strung all day, 

with their kites. None dared intercept their 

kites else his too would not be spared, the 

person knew. The roof bustled with flurry of 

activities all day long, while father took the 

spool in hand and uncle managed the kite 

that was driven up the sky for brave 

escapades. 

 

A year passed by. Sped by another year. 

Again on Visvakarma puja, Uncle was all 

thrilled to make the thread for the kite taut 

with glass and glue. My father dillydallied to 

fly the kite as examinations were drawing 

nearer and he had to study harder. In a huff, 

uncle shouldered all responsibilities alone, 

right from making the thread taut to flying 

the kite to planning strategies for combating 

unexpected attacks on the blue firmament. 

Uncle was not feeling well, his head was 

reeling as he had not taken his breakfast and 

kept working hard, all day long. 

 

A fatal afternoon it was. Granny came twice 

or thrice to call him to have his lunch but all 

her calls fell on deaf ears. In a frenzied 

mood, while he was pacing backward to give 

a pull to the thread to ward off an attack on 

his kite, Uncle slipped through a jutting edge 

and kept falling down. He screamed in fear 

and Raju uncle of another family, who was 

staying in ground-floor of the house alarmed 

all but he had been caught midway, which 

caused the ankle of his left leg to be badly 

fractured. He was saved, but his right leg got 

such a terrible wringing that it lost its 

strength and since then all his life, uncle 

took a crutch to support his steps. 

Granny could not finance the treatment 

further and he went into frequent bouts of 

depression to which he succumbed one 

afternoon, a year after. He lay down facing 

the wall that afternoon, his body was weak 

owing to his deliberate starvation. His heart 
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stopped functioning, quite stealthily. When 

it was discovered, Granny rent the still air 

with her shrill cry. My eldest uncle had 

returned from war by then, my father had 

completed his I.Sc Examination with a first 

division and took admission in Calcutta 

Medical College and enrolled in the MBBS 

course. Again, refugee stipend was the only 

support he could fall back on. 

However, they moved houses before a year 

rolled on. Father missed the rooftop, Granny 

was not happy with the ground-floor 

accommodation that they had shifted to. 

Father sometimes paid a visit to the house 

with the sprawling roof, behind all eyes, and 

felt sad. Days went on, memories faded out, 

demands of reality jumped up to fill all void. 

 

The roof now belonged to Mr. and Mrs. 

Ganguly, who came to stay in the attic, after 

severing their ties with the joint family, of 

which they were an inextricable part. Mr. 

Ganguly was a utensil-seller by profession. 

He owned a shop at Hatibagan Market. Mrs. 

Ganguly kept toiling on her sewing machine 

to help her husband eke out a moderate 

income to support their mentally-disabled 

daughter, Sushama.In her grandfather’s 

house, Sushama had no dearth of aunts to 

look after her and brothers and sisters to 

play with. Here, on the contrary, she was all 

alone to talk to the rag-doll and cook for her 

doll-family and attend a school, where many 

girls like her were taught the basics of 

education. She learnt to read A,B,C with 

much effort but memory failed to retain all 

the twenty-six alphabets in serial order. 

While asked, she used to answer—A, C, D, B, 

G, E, F, L, Z , so on. The words never got 

arranged in her brain. They chose irregular 

sockets for themselves in her memory and 

Sushama blabbed out, accordingly. Father 

never rebuked her, Mom was so 

affectionate that she never asked her how 

she fared in school. 

 

Lately, Sushama had fallen in love with the 

long stretch of the blue sky that stood over 

her head. She loved the changing colours of 

the sky, from the morning to the afternoon 

to the evening. Even, the night-sky held her 

captivated. She loved to count all the stars 

above her head while Mom kept sewing 

clothes, perching on her machine. She, 

however, asked her to keep indoors after 

sundown. 

 

Each day filled her with wonder to see a star 

that never changed its place and stayed 

fixed. Each day, she could hear mother and 

father sighing, talking about her future. She 

lay on her back or turned aside to feign 

asleep. But, she could not get a few words 

like ‘physically unfit’, ‘no match for her’, 

‘what next’, till she lost herself in slumber. 

From slumber to deep sleep. Next morning, 

when she woke up, the first thing she did 

was to run to the roof to hear a few birds 

chirping on the treetop opposite to their 

house. She sat on the chair laid for her till 

the sun appeared harsh to her eyes. She 

came into the room and mother gave her to 

eat and she slept off. Mother came in the 

late afternoon to join her on bed, to steal a 

nap. Sushama’s days and nights passed by 

quietly till a man started frequenting their 

room. 

 

The man used to look at her at askance. His 

gaze stuck her with unease and she never 

liked the man. The man, she gathered from 

her Mom, worked with her father in the 

same premises of the shopping complex. He 

too had a shop there. As a girl of eleven, she 
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had her senses, mature. She never liked the 

man, though he tried to sidle closer. She 

avoided him and he looked for pretexts for 

being alone with her. They had only one 

living room, which was a multi-purpose one. 

Naturally, she sat glued to the bed as long as 

the man stayed there sitting on the chair. 

 

One day, father and mother decided to go to 

Dakshineswar temple and she knew she 

would also accompany them. But, she was 

not taken as it would tell on her health if she 

had to go out, at such early hours. That man 

stayed back with her instead, at her father’s 

insistence. She wished to stop him but it was 

too late by then. She did not know that 

father had asked him to stay for that 

morning, with her. He readily agreed and 

father was duly assured. But, in the morning 

when Sushama came to know of their final 

decision she felt insecure. 

 

However, that man came and asked her to 

come out to the roof and talk to him. But 

she did not feel like responding to his 

request. Again, she could not stand on the 

sun-baked roof for long. Hence, she had to 

come back to the room, willy-nilly. And, she 

could not believe her ears when the man 

went pestering her to sit on his lap and 

watch the street from the window. She 

declined his request. A little later, he made 

her sit on his lap and kept pushing her arse 

hard with his cock. Before she could 

understand anything, she was forced to lie 

on the bed and when father and Maa 

returned they found her in a pool of blood 

and as she was taken to the hospital nearby, 

she was declared dead as a possum. 

 

Mr. Ganguly sold his shop and left the 

locality with his wife to settle elsewhere. 

Sushama was seen by some to saunter 

round on the roof at either early dawn or at 

the advent of dusk, for some days. No 

tenant came for quite a few months but few 

years later,  an artist rented the place to stay 

there all alone with an easel, a colour set, 

painting items, papers, art-books and a pair 

of dreamy eyes. 

 

“I want a picture of Monalisa from a 

different angle”, ordered an art-dealer. And, 

Surya, a village-bred youth who lost 

everything for the sake of his blind love for 

art and painting, kept wielding his 

paintbrush for hours together to give shape 

to his imagination, staying tucked at a corner 

of this room, putting his easel straight, 

facing the southward window. Instead of 

etching the curious look on Monalisa’s face, 

he kept bringing the sky that stretched over 

the roof, to life. He loved to look at the flock 

of the birds that flew over the roof at 

sundown and the changing colours of the 

sky at the crack of dawn. 

 

One evening, his cousin Sneha dropped by. 

She cast a curious look at Surya, the artist, 

and chipped in, “How can you lock yourself 

in this 10ft.x10ft room and concentrate on 

your painting?” Surya kept quiet for a while 

and then rejoined, “Painting is my passion. It 

hardly matters whether my room is big or 

small. This corner is cosy as well as well-

lighted. That’s what concerns me.” 

“ Oh Lord! Suri, these days you’re quite good 

at picking up quarrels, I see.” 

“ No, I am not into bickering. I love to paint 

and stack my boards in a pile. For that this 
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room has enough space, I believe. Anything 

else?” 

“No. If you are so miffed at my suggestion, I 

prefer to reserve that. Okay fine, carry on, 

my brother.” 

Surya brewed coffee for her, asked her to sit 

and watched him bring a canvas to life. The 

two faces that sought warmth in each other 

were being brought to life on the easel and 

Sneha was really late for going back home. 

However, Surya helped her get into a cab. 

But the rest brought shame on Surya. Next 

morning, he came to know that his sister 

had been raped while she was moving in a 

taxi. She had been taken to a nursing home. 

But, which nursing home, where-all drew 

blank before him. Surya called his uncle and 

heard that uncle also had no idea, and, they 

were running pen and corner of the city 

inquiring after their daughter’s 

whereabouts. Surya informed that Sneha 

had come to see him in the evening and 

uncle complained- she used go out on her 

own, all alone, to friends’ houses in the 

evening and stayed back till late hours. She 

had taken to boozing too. Surya joined his 

uncle in his search, and, lastly the city cops 

helped them to locate Sneha, lying in a bed 

in a dingy private nursing home. Her 

condition was critical. Uncle lost his cool but 

Surya pacified him. By the evening, Sneha 

had breathed her last. Surya was so shocked 

that he could not paint for a month, 

following the tragic incident. 

 

After a few days, Surya felt down and out 

and left for Paris with a full scholarship for a 

year, meant for young painters. Before 

leaving, he handed the keys of his room to 

the landlord and vacated the room by the 

evening before he took off. Surya was heard 

not to return from Paris again. Though he 

started off with a year-long scholarship, he 

managed to shift from Paris to the U.S., 

began working for a magazine as an Art 

Editor and the rest is not known. It is not 

known whether he came back or settled 

there for good. 

 

After this, a family rented the place. The girl, 

a nubile damsel, used to croon catchy tunes 

each evening while she came to the roof to 

collect the sun-dried clothes. One day, her 

eyes fell on a fashionable youth who looked 

at her, agape, with unblinking eyes. She 

readily fell in love with the man. Love at first 

sight it was! Each evening Unman kept 

waiting for Srijaya, and kept fidgeting, if she 

got late by ten minutes, somehow! Letters 

began to be exchanged on the edge of the 

roof. From silent gaze to voluble exchange 

of views, meeting on the roof each evening 

matured on to frequent meetings at Victoria 

Memorial arbour. But, as Srijaya demanded a 

logical, plausible shape to the affair, matters 

grew worse. In the early eighties in Calcutta, 

caste distinctions still played vital role in 

marriage! 

 

On the rooftop, the following day, with 

much grief in his heart, Unman informed 

Srijaya, “Sorry, my mother says, she would 

have to put an end to her life, if you step 

into our house as her daughter-in-law. In any 

case, I am not being allowed to marry a girl 

of the Mandals, being an heir to Ramkanta 

Chatterjee!” His eyes grew moist. Srijaya 

lowered her head in abhorrence. And then 

protested, “Then why did you say that you 

love me?” 

“I love you still, but, I can’t marry you,” pat 

came his reply. 
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Sky came crashing on her head. Srijaya ran 

to the room to hide the tears that welled up 

in her eyes. Unman cast his gaze at the 

evening star, waited for Srijaya for some 

time and heaving a sigh, went downstairs. 

Srijaya thought of putting an end to her life 

out of sheer frustration. 

But, at last, she decided to join her uncle’s 

friend at Singapore, who promised to give 

her a better life. Whether she got a better 

life, or she still pined for Unman’s love is 

unknown to us. But, Unman married a girl of 

his mother’s choice who won him a 

fantabulous fortune through the dowry. 

A few years sped by in the meanwhile. 

Nuclear families came to replace joint 

families. 

Old ways proved obsolete, youths had a 

novel way of expressing love. Digital Love 

with everything digital, became the 

watchword of the times. 

Rooftops become less frequented by the 

lovers of these times, they love to stay 

locked in each other’s arms instead, in the 

shady arbour of Rabindra Sarobaror Victoria 

Memorial… 

Apartment complexes raise their heads with 

rooftops for water-tanks and modern 

techniques of water-supply from there. 

A complex of newly-built apartments raises 

its head in lieu of the ramshackle building 

that stood for years together, bearing the 

smutty smell of bygone era on its exterior. 

But, the roof, the same roof is still there. 

Now kites are no longer flown from this high 

roof but wind blows and whistles and those 

who come to the rooftop to have a look at 

the water-tank either for cleaning it or 

making it spruce have no time to stand and 

listen to the whisper of sundry histories that 

lies in its bosom. Gone are those days, gone 

are those good old times along with 

miserable experiences, huh! 

*** 

Glossary: 

Annapurna puja: Worship of Lord 

Annapurna, the Goddess of Harvest. 

Chatterjee: A Bengali surname, denoting the 

higher caste of the person [i.e.,a Brahmin]. 

Dada: elder brother. 

Dakshineswar Temple: The temple situated 

on the bank of the river Ganges, in which 

Goddess Kali is worshipped. Sri Ramakrishna 

worshipped Goddess Kali here, in this 

temple. 

Durga puja: The worship of Goddess Durga. 

Usually in Bengal, this festival is observed 

with much pomp and grandeur in early 

Autumn. 

Ganesh Chaturthi: An auspicious day to 

worship Lord Ganesha, the deity of 

prosperity, across the nation. 

Hatibagan Market: A famous market-

complex in North Kolkata, India. 

Mandal: A Hindu surname, denoting the 

lower caste of the person. 

Pandal: An improvised, temporary structure 

erected for worshipping the Goddess 

Rabindra Sarobar: A Lake, situated in 

Southern Kolkata, named after 

Rabindranath Tagore. 

Victoria Memorial: A chateau, surrounded by 

beautiful gardens and arbours, in the central 

Kolkata, named after Queen Victoria. It has 

attained a ‘heritage site’ status lately. 
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Visvakarma puja: Worship of Lord 

Visvakarma, a Hindu God of art and 

architecture. 
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‘OUT OF MY LEAGUE’ BY 

ANUPAM DEY 
 

Victor’s mother’s words hummed in his ears 

like the air pressure in the cochlear duct 

while landing. It hurt deep in an unbearably 

painful but strangely, pleasant way. The 

vigorous ear-digging seemed to help, at 

least ephemerally. With time however, the 

pain subsided and so did the effects of his 

mother’s words. Not that they got him too 

nonplussed. But it was something about the 

being high time he gets married part that 

troubled him. Not the idea but the prospect. 

It was a strange conundrum for him – girls 

who knew him wouldn’t really want to get 

married to him and the strangers who he 

was supposed to meet were likely to get to 

know him which would put them in the first 

category by default– thereby precipitating 

the predicament. 

 

He often wondered if he was a passive 

listener or just plain passive. He had met 

classmates from school or even college who 

never seemed to recall his name. Not that he 

had left school a long time back, just about a 

decade. Surprisingly and agonizingly, he 

would remember their names, names of 

their sisters (especially the pretty ones) and 

sometimes, even the brothers’ names, but 

they would invariably struggle with his 

name. It’s not even that Victor was entirely 

invisible in his school days. Nor that he 

lacked ambition either. It’s just that he had 

his own benchmarks, his own league. 

Academically, he would identify a few 

students, albeit not the brightest group, in 

the class that he wanted to perform better 

than – and he would work doggedly to 

ensure that he was ahead of them. But 

Victor would never aspire higher for he 

knew his league, he just knew it. 

 

Victor was enthusiastic about various other 

activities too. His interests took him from 

football fields to quiz competitions to 

debating to skits. But his participation was 

limited to being a linesman on the football 

field to the buzzer monitor in Quizzes to mic 

adjuster in debates to no-dialogue sentry in 
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skits and the like. Victor’s name was as much 

a certainty in all events as was his name in 

spelling ‘victory’ – a fact that no one ever 

seemed to have noticed. You could never 

fault him for not trying but if anyone had 

ever cared to maintain the records, Victor 

arguably had the maximum participation 

certificates. The winner’s medal was not 

what he aspired for – for he knew better 

than anyone else – it was ‘not his league’. 

*** 

The cool breeze of Bangalore hit him as he 

alighted from the plane and got into the 

waiting bus. He was feeling good about the 

smile that the stewardess gave him when 

she said goodnight. He could almost sense 

that sparkle in her eyes. He gave her a 

restrained smile – the one that’s possible 

when you have a bursting bladder and a chill 

in the air. He believed it was a dignified 

acknowledgement of her interest in him. He 

read her name – Paroma. “Has to be a 

Bong”, he thought triumphantly. He made a 

mental note of the name. Next time his 

shaadi.com or matrimony.com or any of the 

numerous matrimonial sites’ account that 

his mother subscribed to on his behalf 

showed the name Paroma – he would check 

it out. With that warm thought, Victor 

braved the cool breeze and adjusted his 

jacket. 

Once in the bus, he was reminded of the 

growing restlessness in his bladder. To 

divert his attention from this uneasiness, he 

switched on his phone. Everyone around 

him was on the phone, speaking with 

concerned family, waiting drivers or 

paranoid bosses. Victor looked indulgently 

at his phone. “Ah! There comes the first 

message” – from Vodafone. Welcome to 

Karnataka Circle and details about the 

roaming charges. Second message – again 

from Vodafone – “Now enjoy home data 

roaming charges in Karnataka”. Victor 

continued to read. There was a third 

message too. From mother. Some text 

missing. Victor knew this meant two things 

and only two things. Have a safe flight and 

call me when you reach. 

 

Now Victor really needed to get his mind 

and even his hand off his growing 

desperation. “Where on earth do these low 

cost airlines drop you off these days”, he 

wondered. There was only one way out – he 

called his mother. As was the norm, it kept 

ringing. “C’mon Mom, pick up!”He screamed 

silently. No response. He heard the 

electronic message fully in all three 

languages before disconnecting in a bid to 

stop thinking about the ‘pressure’. . Finally 

the bus reached the terminal and Victor 

made a dash to the men’s restroom. But he 

was late. Every urinal was occupied and had 

two equally desperate men in queue behind 

the first. Victor realized that any attempt to 

present his case to these gentlemen was 

futile. These were men possessed – of 

bladders full of liquid waste. With each 

waiting moment, Victor’s frustration grew – 

and unfortunately, help was not really at 

hand either. Finally, the moment arrived. 

Victor was reminded of the pre-owned car 

print-ad line that he’d seen on the flight – 

‘You’re not her first, but do you really care?’ 

it said on a racy model’s shot. Like hell, he 

didn’t. As Victor got ready, fate played a 

cheap trick. His phone rang. He muttered 

unmentionables as he fished for his phone in 

his trousers pockets. Mother.  No surprises 

there. He cut the call and focused on the job 

at hand, literally. 

 

Once relieved of his carnal duties, Victor 

called his mother again. Busy again. Now 
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this meant only one thing. She was still 

trying his number. After multiple attempts 

of each of them trying the other’s number, 

Victor finally got through. His dad picked up. 

This was an awkward moment that he had 

not prepared for. “Hello”, his Dad said. 

Silence. 

“Hello?” his Dad repeated. “Is Mom 

around?” Victor managed to ask finally, even 

though he could very much hear her 

grumbling in the background – much to his 

dad’s and his own relief. 

When his mother came on the phone, it 

seemed she had merely taken a 3 hour pause 

and started off exactly where they had, 

actually only she had, last stopped. She was 

still talking about the wedding and how 

everyone was asking about Victor’s wedding 

plans. Victor finally got a moment to 

mention to her that he’d reached safely – 

just as he heard his mother barking orders to 

the maid to make begoon bhajas in 

(ironically) less oil. His mother was 

mentioning something about some 

prospective girl’s profile being sent to him 

when she lost Victor’s attention completely. 

He hung up rather abruptly as he stopped 

walking and stared. 

 

Standing in front of him, among the 10.00 

pm crowd of weary travellers, stood a 

woman, almost nonchalantly, occasionally 

looking at her watch and not-so-patiently 

waiting for her luggage to arrive. The name 

came instantly to his tongue and with that, 

the memories. He measured her up – not in a 

pervert manner, for Victor was not capable 

of such thoughts when it came to certain 

people. Those long flowing locks, distinctly 

and naturally brown, the flawless and silken 

skin, the slender built, the upright and tall 

gait and those lovely hazel eyes. How could 

he forget those eyes? He found them 

unsettling every time he thought about 

them – considering he never really got to 

look into them. Simran Malhotra. It had to 

be her. She always reminded him of Kajol 

from DDLJ after she gets married to Shah 

Rukh Khan at the end of the movie. Victor 

was surprised at the recollection of that 

thought, and chuckled. 

 

Victor didn’t know what to do. He was torn 

between walking up to her or just avoiding. 

So for the umpteenth time in his life, Victor 

Bose took a pragmatic decision. He 

retreated back to the restroom. Once inside, 

Victor tucked in his shirt properly. The stain 

from the dal he had on the flight suddenly 

seemed very visible to him now. He adjusted 

his pen to hide it partly. He looked at his 

shoes. “That son of a gun”, he muttered 

remembering the chubby kid who had 

trampled his shoes in the bus as he 

vigorously used a tissue to wipe the shoes 

clean. 27 years old, greying prematurely on 

the sides, bespectacled, medium height and 

medium built. In fact, everything about 

Victor was medium – height, weight, looks, 

intellect, sense of humour, salary, 

organizational hierarchy, ambition – not too 

bad but nothing great either. He washed his 

face, unruffled his travel worn hair and 

looked into the mirror. Victor was pleased 

with what he saw. He smiled. The man next 

to him gave him a passing look and Victor 

immediately grew conscious. Suddenly, the 

realization dawned on him that Simran was 

waiting for her luggage and not him. 

 

He dashed out only to dash back in to collect 

his laptop and approached Simran just as 

she was picking up her suitcase from the 

belt. “Bright, red and trendy – how the 
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suitcase complemented its owner”, Victor 

thought. He walked towards her, completely 

ignoring his luggage in another belt. Simran 

turned; looked at him (or at least that’s what 

he thought) and then she looked through 

him. But years of being ignored had made 

Victor hardier. He stood his ground and 

smiled. She still wasn’t looking until he 

shifted himself to be directly on her path. 

She looked at him quizzically, and he kept 

smiling. As the puzzled look on her face 

turned into irritation and bordered towards 

anger, Victor got his clue. “Simran 

Malhotra?” he asked. She stopped. Victor 

waited for the full import of his words on 

her. He needed a response from her as much 

as one needs an umbrella in a storm – it 

didn’t matter. 

 

“Victor. Remember? We were in school 

together till 12th standard. Same class, 

Section B. What are you doing in Bangalore? 

Work? I am also here on a business trip”, 

Victor finished the last sentence with great 

self-importance. The travel weary head of 

Simran could only process this overload of 

information and questions partly. Victor, 

school, business trip. She was of course 

intelligent enough to tie the loose ends. 

Simran smiled and said, ‘Hello! How are you 

doing’? She immediately realized the 

enormity of her mistake in those words for 

Victor just took off telling her how long it 

has been to how surprised (and happy, he 

added emphatically) he was to meet her. 

She cut him mid-way through another of his 

rants and mentioned ‘I have to get going. 

Nice meeting you. Bye’. She concluded the 

conversation. 

‘No problem. Let’s catch up some time. 

What’s your number?’ Sometimes, in his 

excitement or inebriated state, which was 

pretty much the same thing for him, Victor 

was incapable of taking cues. Finding no 

other way out, Simran committed the 

second mistake in the last five minutes. She 

gave him her number. Victor promptly called 

her. Simran was already moving ahead. 

‘Simran’, he called out. She slowed down 

again and turned. ‘Your phone’s ringing’. 

She fished out the phone from her bag. It 

was vibrating and had an unidentified call. 

‘That’s my number. Ah, don’t pick up, I’m on 

roaming you see’, Victor admitted 

unapologetically. She gave him an 

indifferent smile. ‘Ok’, she said. ‘Goodnight’. 

Victor waited for her to leave the terminal, 

actually waited till she disappeared from his 

view. 

 

Pleased, Victor now turned around and 

almost failed to notice one suitcase still 

doing the rounds on the baggage claim belt. 

Something about it looked familiar. Slowly 

but surely, he warmed up to his 

surroundings. He picked up his suitcase. As 

he walked to the taxi stand, he just couldn’t 

stop himself from thinking about her. 

“That smile, those eyes. Oh! Those lovely 

eyes” he thought warmly. As he walked out 

of the terminal, he half wished she was 

waiting for him to ask him in which direction 

he was going and may be travel together or 

maybe just have a coffee at the café outside 

the terminal before they went their 

respective ways. He deliberately looked 

around – in a matter-of-fact manner, trying 

to mask his anxiety.“No one there, no one 

on that side either. Nope. Absolutely no 

signs of her. She must have been in a hurry. 

After all, it’s way past 10 pm”, he thought. 

Victor hailed a taxi and gave his hotel 

address to the driver. After hurriedly closing 

the taxi door, he immediately checked his 

phone. He went to the last dialled number 

and stared at it. In the warmth of the taxi, 
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Victor’s senses and reasons were also 

coming back. He closed his eyes and thought 

about her knowing that it won’t be the last 

time that night that he was going to think 

about her. And then he deleted her number. 

“Simran is out of my league. She will never 

go out with me”, he told his restless heart. 

And everything went quiet. 

*** 

About 5 km ahead of him, in another car sat 

Simran Malhotra. She was checking her 

phone too. She looked at the number and 

thought about him. “Victor Bose. Of course, 

Victor”. How could she not remember him? 

They were in school for five years together. 

Same class, section B. And it has been just 

about a decade. Still that same old funny 

guy… But nice, and warm.“How difficult it 

was to ignore him tonight”? She 

wondered.“Thank God I was not in my air 

hostess uniform. What would he have 

thought of me? The class prefect now 

serving passengers on flights!” the thought 

repulsed her. She kept looking out of the 

window to ensure that she didn’t get stuck 

at a traffic signal with his car stopping next 

to her airlines car. She crouched slightly 

more in her seat. A failed attempt at 

marriage early in life and the hectic schedule 

of being an air hostess had brought her 

soaring aspirations to a brutal crash. She 

knew better that most men who showed 

interest in her saw her as a ‘trophy’ girlfriend 

and hung-out with her to feed their male 

ego. Otherwise, they were just not 

interested in an air hostess. But how she 

yearned to be with someone who would 

treat her like a normal person – whatever 

that meant. “Why is it so difficult”? She 

wondered. She stared at the number and 

then closed her eyes to think about him 

knowing that it won’t be the last time that 

night that she was going to think about him. 

Then she deleted his number. “Victor is out 

of my league. We’ll see if he ever calls” she 

sighed ruefully. And everything went quiet. 

*** 

Victor reached his hotel. He connected to 

the wi-fi and checked his mail. There was a 

mail from one of the matrimonial sites with 

the subject: ‘Paroma checked your profile 

and would like to get in touch’. Victor 

smiled. 

Strange are the ways of fate 

Sometimes missing and sometimes late 

How it conspires how strangely it does 

intrigue 

For oblivious is the world to one’s own league! 

*** 

Glossary: 

Bangalore: A major city in Southern India 

Begoon bhaja: Fried aubergines – a 

delectable Bengali dish 

Bong: Colloquial for Bengali or from Bengal – 

a State in India 

Bharatmatrimony.com: A matrimonial 

website 

DDLJ: Dilwale Dulhaniya Le Jayenge, 

arguably the most successful romantic 

movie in Indian Cinema (Bollywood) 

Kajol: A famous Indian Movie Star 

Karnataka: A State in India 

Shaadi.com: A matrimonial website 

Shah Rukh Khan: Need I explain? A famous 

Indian Movie Star 

Vodafone: Telecom Service Provider 
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‘SACRIFICE’ BY SATISH 

PENDHARKAR 
 

“Father, should I help you in turning you 

over to your left side?” enquired the young 

woman.  “You’ll be more comfortable that 

way.  At least for sometime.  You’ve been 

lying on your back since Agra.  For over two 

hours now.” 

 

The man, had been staring – for what 

seemed to him to be a lifetime – at the roof 

of the compartment of the train.  His eyes 

were riveted to the ceiling fans that whirred 

with a monotonous constancy.  The ceiling 

fans were a little lethargic in getting started; 

a problem which one solved by twirling the 

blades with a comb or a pen-knife.  This 

triggered off the rotary motion and thus the 

supply of air commenced.  There was little 

else the man could do to stave off boredom.  

There had been some entertainment 

provided a little while ago, by a blind man, 

who was led by a little girl, upon whose tiny 

shoulders he rested his arm.  He sang film 

songs of yesteryears – the sad ones which 

had words like, “When the heart is itself 

broken what will I do by going on living?” 

and “My Life’s path is flooded with tears; 

will someone not tell her to forget me?”. 

The little girl went around from one 

passenger to another with a begging-bowl.  

The passengers would drop some spare 

change into the bowl or give them a few 

leftovers or shoo them away or 

sanctimoniously eye them for just a moment 

before going back to their own lives. 

 

The man now looked up at the pleasant face 

of his daughter who had asked the question 

of him.  You could read an entire epic from 

that face, he thought to himself!  It was 

plain, yet not devoid of charm.  Her features 

were not distinguished, save the eyes.  Her 

eyes were as black as a moonless night and 

deep as a lake.  They exuded warmth.  They 

seemed not only to empathize with another 

person’s suffering, but also to partake of it.  

They craved for a chance to share the 

sorrows of another.  He saw her forehead, 

to which a few strands of hair had stuck with 

the aid of perspiration.  He badly wanted to 

wipe the sweat from the brow of his 

daughter and plant it with twenty kisses.  

But he found that he was struggling to even 

move.  He realized that his left hand, the 

useful one, had somehow got to occupy an 

uncomfortable position; below his back.  Try 

as hard as he might, he could not extricate 

it.  His daughter would have to help him out.  

The right half of his body had been rendered 

useless by a paralytic stroke that had struck 

him a year ago.  That body which in its prime 

had the power of a bull; that body that took 
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to all forms of rigorous activity like a fish 

takes to water – that very body had been 

dealt with a massive blow, from which half 

of it would probably never recover.  Also, 

that devastating blow had robbed him of the 

faculty of speech. 

 

A tea-vendor announced his arrival with the 

cries, “Tea, tea, hot tea.”  He was armed 

with a kettle in one hand and a bucket in the 

other.  In the bucket lay tea-cups submerged 

in water.   When nobody paid him any 

attention, he moved on crying out louder, 

“Tea, tea, hot tea.” 

 

The man now made an attempt to say 

something which his daughter seemed to 

understand but which to the other 

passengers was as incomprehensible as the 

babble of a baby.  His daughter smiled as she 

extricated the hand which had somehow 

slipped under his back.  She also turned him 

over to his left side from where he sighted 

the faces of his co-passengers as they 

grimaced on seeing his agony.  One of them 

spat some betel-nut pieces out of the 

window.  Did they feel pity for him? Or did 

they grimace out of a sense of revulsion?  

Why did he have to be so dependent on 

another person?  He hated himself for this.  

Throughout his life he had always prided 

himself for doing his personal things himself.  

Washing his clothes and making his bed for 

instance.  Now he could not even put on a 

shirt without somebody’s assistance.  Often 

he had tried to convey to his daughter how 

miserable he was and how desperately he 

wanted to rid himself of his predicament. 

 

A few months back, owing to some 

unforeseen circumstances, his daughter was 

held up in her office.  After finishing work, 

she had hurried back home and on entering 

the house enquired as to how he was.  She 

then changed her clothes, splashed some 

water on her face and began preparing 

dinner straightaway.  She had no one to help 

her: the ayah, who did the household work, 

cooked lunch for her father and also looked 

after his needs, had left.  As he watched her 

in her frenetic state, he felt a pang of guilt.  

Had she been all alone, she could have 

brought dinner from outside, perhaps eaten 

outside or may be even skipped the meal.  

(Women were known for observing fasts at 

the drop of a hat).  But his presence meant 

that she was forced into the pressure-cooker 

like atmosphere of the kitchen, right after a 

day’s hard work at the office.  So seized was 

he by the sense of guilt that he made up his 

mind that he would tell her that he was fed 

up.  Fed up with having to depend upon her.  

Fed up with leading a useless life.  Fed up to 

the extent that he wanted to take his own 

life.  But how would he be able to get the 

message across? He wondered. 

 

After dinner, while she was making his bed, 

he made an attempt. He motioned her to 

observe him. He was seated in his 

wheelchair.  There was a glass lying on the 

side-table beside the bed.  He picked up a 

bottle of medicine from the side-table and 

made a gesture of pouring its entire 

contents into the glass.  He then put the 

glass to his lips and demonstrated as though 

he emptied its contents.  He kept the glass 

on the side-table and then suddenly made 

his body writhe as though seized by a 

spasm.  His head lolled back on his shoulders 

and then dropped in front as though for the 

last time.  His daughter let out a shriek of 

horror.  Then overcome by a bout of 

sobbing, she fell at his feet in a supplicating 

manner. 
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“Father, how can you even think of doing 

such a thing?  Do I not take adequate care of 

you?  Are you so unhappy as to want to take 

your life?  I admit I was a little late this 

evening” 

 

God! She had misunderstood.  He closed his 

eyes and shook his head from side to side to 

convey that he did not mean what she 

thought he had meant.  But it was useless.  

She was sobbing uncontrollably now.  

“I…was late…there was pressing 

work….two clerks have gone on 

leave….another fell ill today…..But I’ll not 

be late tomorrow…I’ll tell them…I’ll excuse 

myself”.  Why did she not understand?  He 

was not angry with her.  Would he ever 

complain of her neglecting him?  (Who 

would take as much care of him as she did?) 

“Father, you must not be angry with me…I’ll 

see whether…whether we can employ a full-

time maid…but the problem is…we…. 

we…cannot afford it.” 

He placed his left palm on her head and 

stroked her hair to try to comfort her.  She 

could not understand and he could not 

explain.  He clutched her shoulder and wept 

with her.  There was no other way out. 

He now looked at her.  She sat on the edge 

of the berth.  She seemed to be in a state of 

ever-preparedness to assist him at the 

moment of his seeking her help.  She now 

lifted her feet a little above the floor to 

allow an urchin- naked except for his worn 

out pants- to sweep the floor of the 

compartment in the hope of securing some 

change or a slice of bread from the more 

generous of passengers.  The boy put out his 

hand into which she dropped a coin.  He 

went away. 

This single-minded devotion had taken a toll 

of her.  A few months ago, he noticed a few 

stands of grey hair that had appeared near 

her temples.  Also, she looked pale and tired.  

She looked much older than her twenty-

eight years.  Her mother had died six years 

ago.  It was then that she decided not to 

marry. 

“Who will look after you in your old age, if I 

marry?” she had asked. 

“You silly girl,” he had replied. “Can I not 

take care of myself? Am I not strong 

enough?  You must think of yourself. You’ve 

a whole life to lead.  As for me, I’ll be gone in 

ten, maybe fifteen years.” 

“Don’t say that, Father.  My primary 

responsibility is to look after you.” 

“Responsibility?  What sort of responsibility?  

Your only responsibility is to yourself.  You 

cannot destroy your life for my sake.” 

He would have got a better response had he 

spoken to the wall-clock.  May be she will 

come around later, he thought.  But she did 

not.  A few months later one of her school-

mates, now well settled, had asked for her 

hand. She had refused. 

“I do not want to marry -at the moment that 

is.” 

“Then, when? After I die? When you’re 

forty?” 

“Father, why are you getting so worked 

up?” 

“You must understand, my dear.  No father 

can bear to see his daughter ruin her life 

with her own hands.” 

 

The years rolled by. Since his paralytic 

stroke, he had not broached the topic of her 
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marriage; he felt truly insecure now and 

realized that should she marry and leave the 

house, he would be in dire straits. 

 

They were undertaking this train journey to 

collect his dues.  He was to retire a couple of 

days later.  He had not attended office after 

he had the stroke.  He had exhausted all the 

leave standing to his credit.  The conditions 

of service required him to be present on the 

last day of his service.  He was silently 

praying to God that this be his last journey. 

He was retiring from service; he wanted to 

retire from Life as well. His daughter would 

then be emancipated and could start a new 

life. 

*** 

Three months after he retired, he passed off 

peacefully in his sleep. His daughter wept 

bitterly. However well-prepared for the 

inevitable one is, one cannot insulate one’s 

self from the pain of the event. 

 

The days dragged on. Earlier she was so 

occupied all day long that she had no time to 

mull over other matters.  Now, she was all 

by herself.  She even missed attending to 

her father.  At least there had been that 

something to do after returning from office. 

There had been that somebody to cook for. 

Now she would come back from office and 

slump down on the bed. She would then 

stare vacantly at the ceiling.  If she fell up to 

it, she would prepare dinner. Often, she fell 

asleep without eating anything and got up 

on the middle of the night, hungry. The only 

comforting moments were those spent after 

office, in the company of colleagues. But the 

moment she returned home, the monster of 

loneliness devoured her. 

One evening, after just returning from 

office, she was in the process of splashing 

some water on her face when the doorbell 

rang. Who could it be, she wondered? She 

peeped through the peep-hole. It was an 

office colleague, Rakesh who every second 

girl in the office found both handsome and 

dignified. 

“Hello, Rakesh.” 

“Hello, Anita.” 

There was an awkward period of silence.  

She tried to relieve this by smiling. 

“May…May I come in?”he enquired. 

“Oh…yes…sure, sure, come in.  Only…only 

leave the door open.  You know how it is… 

the people around..!” 

“I understand, Anita.” 

“Do sit down…” They sat down. 

“Should I…I…I’ll fetch you something”. 

“Please do not bother.” 

The discomforting spell of silence 

descended upon them once again.  Rakesh 

broke it once again. 

“You…You know, Anita.  You know…I’ve. 

I’ve been…let me… Do you like me?” 

“Well….I….I suppose, yes…” 

Rakesh paused and drew in a long breath of 

air before speaking. 

“Anita…Anita…I hope…Well…Will you 

marry me?” he asked, literally blurting out 

the last few words. 

It was as though someone had pulled away 

the chair she was about to sit on and she 

had landed on the floor with a thud.  She felt 

a swarm of colours rush towards her, seize 
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her, lift her and carry her up, up far, far 

away. 

“Anita…I know I’m being brash…But I 

ask…Will you marry me?” 

“Uh…But…”  The words were difficult to 

come by.  Rakesh waited patiently.  He once 

again broke the uncomforting silence. 

“Anita…I know…Gosh, how silly I 

sound…my voice is breaking…One… One 

tries to control oneself for days…for 

months… then all of a sudden the dam 

breaks…Will you marry me?” 

“Well…Let me…consider…But…you know, 

Rakesh…you…you are younger and 

attractive” 

“I am ignorant of anything save the good 

that is in you. That…That which is not visible 

to the world”. 

“But…how should I…am I not too old…too 

old to accept?” 

“Anita, you are young. As young as anyone 

else. Only, you have hidden this fact from 

yourself.  What’s more, you’ve got a big 

heart…bigger than there can ever be…I’m 

indeed fortunate that my search had ended 

in you…I have found treasure.” 

*** 

Glossary: 

Ayah – A nurse or maid native to India 

SATISH PENDHARKAR, 48 years old is an 

Indian citizen who lives in Mumbai. His Short 

Stories have been published by Savvy and 

Alive. A full-length play of his titled The Last 

Journey was short listed for the Hindu Metro 

Plus Playwright Award 2012. 

 

‘OIL OF THE EARTH’ BY SHEILA 

SAMANTA MATHAI 
 

The first faint streaks of dawn had just burst 

through the clouds when Parul got up, 

tucked the end of her pallu in at her waist, 

twisted her hair into a knot and washed her 

face. She searched for the match box and 

began to light the stove. The wicks did not 

seem to catch fire and she pumped up the 

oil before trying again. A faint flame 

flickered momentarily before petering out. 

She cursed silently and reached behind the 

small wooden box for the can of mitti ka tel 

to refill the stove. It was practically empty 

and she poured the last few drops into the 

reservoir before lighting another match. She 

knew that there would not be enough oil for 

cooking food today. 

 

Parul sighed and put on the saucepan. She 

covered it and placed the milk saved for the 

baby on top to be heated by the steam. Her 

husband, Ganesh, worked at a nearby 

factory as the night watchman.  They lived a 

hand-to-mouth existence in a sprawling slum 

of Mumbai, near the airport. Life had been 

intolerable before the baby came. Now she 

felt differently. Little Babu was growing so 

fast! Already a year old, he was moving 

everywhere, grabbing at things to put into 

his mouth! He was so well grown and strong, 

quite the envy of the neighbours! Parul 

smiled and continued her chores.  She was 

proud of her first-born. He made life 

bearable. The sounds of the planes taking 

off and landing did not disturb her anymore; 

the inhumanely tiny living space was 

tolerable. Even the sacrifices in food to feed 

the baby did not hurt.  Everything was 

bathed in the rosy glow of motherhood. 
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Parul kept pav and tea for her husband after 

eating a little herself. She knew that they 

had run out of their monthly quota of 

kerosene from the government ration shop. 

At Rs 30 per litre in the open market, that 

option was closed to them. She resolved to 

wheedle the bhaiyya at the ration shop to 

give her two extra litres at government 

sanctioned price. She would bear his curses 

and foul language. If she went early she 

might even find some kind soul who would 

let her have a couple of  litres from their 

card…The baby stirred and Parul quickly 

lifted him onto her lap making cooing, 

soothing sounds. She put the cup to the 

baby’s lips and he lapped at the milk 

hungrily. 

 

When they got back from the outdoor 

lavatory, Ganesh was already home. He got 

up to cradle his son and bounced him on his 

lap. Parul told him that she was going down 

to the ration shop to buy kerosene as they 

had run out of it. He grumbled something 

under his breath about ‘wasting ’. Parul had 

made kheer on their son’s first birthday a 

few days ago and she knew that it was the 

reason why the oil had finished. But she had 

to celebrate- everyone expected that! She 

felt angry because she knew her husband 

spent money on the illicit liquor shop on the 

way to work every day. She ignored him and 

picked up her purse and empty can, took the 

child and went out. 

 

At the ration store the line was already 

serpentine. Parul stood resignedly at the 

end, slowly inching her way forward. She 

recognized some of the women in the line 

but she knew that none of them would be 

willing to spare two litres of precious oil. She 

was lost in her thoughts when she suddenly 

realized that a commotion had ensued. 

People had gathered around a woman who 

had fainted. She was one of the women 

staying in her slum, in the advanced stages 

of pregnancy. People were trying to lift her 

and take her to the hospital. Parul watched 

from behind. The line had become disorderly 

and there was a lot of running about and 

shouting. 

 

She noticed it suddenly from the periphery 

of her vision- a white can very similar to her 

own, filled with kerosene, lying unattended 

by the sidewalk. She moved towards it like a 

predator towards its prey. The owner was 

probably one of the people trying to get the 

sick woman to the hospital. Parul stood near 

the can and placed her own can next to it. 

She began to participate in the action, 

talking animatedly to the people next to her. 

Soon the crowd began to disperse. Parul 

picked up the full can leaving her empty one 

behind and moved off. Once out of the 

crowd she hurried home, her heart beating 

rapidly. She had never done something like 

this before! Despite being poor there was 

some element of decency   in her. Though 

she felt elated, inwardly she was ashamed. 

She convinced herself that it was for her 

child- God would understand… 

 

Once home she saw that her husband was 

asleep. She did not want Ganesh to see the 

full can of kerosene or he might start asking 

questions. She decided to empty some of it 

into an old Pepsi bottle and hide it behind 

the box. That way when she needed it there 

would be a secret stock. She went through 

her cooking with a song on her lips. Babu 

played with an empty bowl and spoon, 

making baby noises. He was getting bored 

and started cruising around, holding on to 
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whatever he could, taking a few unsure 

steps and then dropping back into crawling.  

After a while Ganesh got up and went 

outside to use the lavatory. A neighbour 

dropped by to say that the woman who had 

fainted had delivered a baby boy at the 

nearby big hospital. She had been lucky that 

people took her there as there were 

complications which could not have been 

tackled in the small government hospital. 

Now both mother and child were stable. 

Parul went outside to talk to her and 

discretely find out if there was some fuss 

about a stolen can of kerosene. There did 

not seem to be any talk of this at all and she 

began to feel relieved. She continued to chat 

desultorily with the neighbour for some 

time. 

 

Suddenly she heard a gurgling cry from 

inside the hut. Babu! Parul rushed inside and 

found the toddler coughing and choking. A 

strong smell of kerosene filled the room. The 

Pepsi bottle she had hidden earlier was lying 

next to him with the cap open and the liquid 

running out. Parul screamed and picked up 

her child. He was covered from head to toe 

with the oil. His lips were blue and he was 

making weak, whimpering noises, frothing 

at the mouth. 

“He’s swallowed kerosene!” she shouted 

snatching him up and running out of the hut. 

A group of people began to gather trying to 

help. Someone was patting the baby’s back 

while others were wiping his face and mouth 

and pouring water. There was a lot of 

shouting of instructions and suggestions. 

Parul was weeping hysterically. On seeing 

the crowd in front of his hut, Ganesh came 

running. He started screaming at Parul. How 

did this happen? Why had she put kerosene 

into a Pepsi bottle? Where had she been? 

Parul was too distraught to explain. They 

rushed for a cab to the nearby big hospital. 

The baby was unconscious by now and 

having jerky movements of his legs. At the 

hospital the young doctor in Emergency had 

one look at the child and sounded the alarm. 

Someone was asking her what happened 

and she heard the words ‘police case’. The 

baby was being wheeled to the ICU. A tube 

had been placed inside his lungs and air was 

being pumped in with a bag. The entire 

room had started reeking of kerosene. Parul 

ran to the doctor asking if her son was 

alright. He just shook his head and said that 

they were trying their best. 

 

The next few hours passed in a daze.  At first 

Parul ran to anyone who was willing to 

listen, begging them to save her baby. After 

a while she grew silent and sat curled on a 

bench rocking herself and moaning. The 

hospital staff asked Ganesh to deposit 

money or else they would have to transfer 

the case to a free government facility. 

Ganesh pleaded with them to let the baby 

stay. They could see that Babu was now 

hooked onto a machine to assist his 

breathing. They were told that his lungs 

were flooded with kerosene and that his 

chances of survival were slim. Parul pulled 

off her mangalsutra, the only gold ornament 

she possessed, and gave it to Ganesh to 

pawn for money. It would get them a few 

thousand rupees to pay for a day here. 

 

They waited and prayed. Neighbours came 

to comfort her and assure her that it was not 

her fault. Then they went back to their daily 

work.  Inwardly they all rued the 

unfortunate incident. How could this have 

happened? Parul should have been more 

careful! Time seemed to creep by. Minutes 

stretched into hours.  Parul never went 
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home. Except for sips of water she had 

nothing to eat. After 12 hours a doctor came 

to tell them that the baby had succumbed. 

Parul began to wail hysterically and 

fainted… 

 

When she opened her eyes she was alone in 

her hut and there was a faint light of early 

morning. As she awoke the full force of the 

tragedy struck her. Yesterday seemed so 

long ago! She stared at the walls and the 

emptiness was unbearable. She had lost 

everything! She dragged herself up and 

picked up the can of kerosene and match 

box. She went outside and poured the 

contents over herself. The oil dripped down 

as she knelt and touched her forehead to 

the ground in salutation. Then she got up 

and slowly struck a match… 

The flames blended with colours of the 

dawn and her screams were drowned by the 

roar of a plane touching down to earth… 

*** 

Glossary: 

Bhaiyya- form of address to an older male, 

meaning elder brother 

Kheer- sweet dessert made of milk and 

sugar cooked for a prolonged time over 

slow fire 

Mangalsutra- traditional necklace made of 

gold and black beads worn by married 

women 

Mitti ka tel- Literally meaning ‘oil of the 

earth’ it is the local name for kerosene oil in 

Hindi 

Pallu- end of the saree, a traditional form of 

attire in India 

Pav- bread 
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‘JUDGEMENT NIGHT’ BY 

GAURAV DIXIT 
 

Of the four men standing around Maulana 

Abu al-Sa’id’s body, one resembled a statue. 

He heard not a word of what the other three 

were talking among themselves. All he was 

doing was seeing; all he was seeing was the 

image before his eyes. 

Maulana Abu al-Sa’id’s face was contorted in 

horror. His eyes were popping out, his 

tongue was caught between his teeth. Both 

his hands were on his chest, the fists 

clenched, as if he had been shivering, as if he 

had shivered to death. 

The body lay on the bed on which he slept. 

Everything in the room was as usual except 

the petrified corpse, its toes stretched away 

from each other leaving big gaps in 

between. 

Two of the four men left the room. The third 

began inspecting the windows and the 

furniture. The  man who had been silent all 

this while walked to a door at the back of 

the room, opened it, and entered. It was 

Maulana Abu al-Sa’id’s study. He shut the 

door behind him. 

Half an hour later, he came out when he 

heard voices of policemen in the room 
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where the corpse lay. The inspector 

immediately barked at him. 

“Who are you? What were you doing in that 

room?” 

Before he could answer, one of the men in 

the room said, “He is Razzaq bhai, the 

Maulana’s student. He was like the 

Maulana’s son.” 

 

The doctor examining the body closed the 

bulged eyes and said, “He has been dead for 

six-seven hours. Cause of death- a sudden 

seizure of the heart because of some great 

shock or terror. .” 

“Has anything been touched?” the inspector 

asked. 

“No,” one of the three men who were with 

Razzaq earlier, said. “We did not touch the 

body. It looked so… so strange.” 

“Where are the family members of the 

deceased?” 

The same man replied, “His wife went to her 

village two days ago. We have been trying to 

call her but her phone is switched off. His 

son, we don’t know where he is. He does 

not have a phone. He must have gone 

somewhere in the morning. We are waiting 

for the Maulana’s daughter to return from 

college. We don’t have the heart to go tell 

her.” 

“All of you are the Maulana’s students?” the 

inspector asked the dozen men who were 

now gathered in the room. Besides the men, 

a servant boy and a housemaid with her 

small daughter were also present. 

 

“Yes,” the man replied, “we are resident 

scholars. This house, as we told you, once 

used to be the greatest seat of Islamic 

learning in Asia. Maulana Abu al-Sa’id was 

the descendant of some of the greatest 

philosophers, teachers and jurists of Islam. 

The family traces its origin to the Prophet. 

Mubarak Mahal, this house is called. Those 

learned in the history of Islam speak the 

name with reverence.” 

“This house?” the inspector arched an 

eyebrow. “It looks a ruin.” 

“Yes, it has been crumbling for a long time 

now,” the man said. “Most members of the 

family left the country even before the 

partition. Only the Maulana stayed and a few 

of his students. Twenty of us live in the old 

madarsa building down the lane.” 

“The four of you who discovered the body,” 

the inspector said, looking pointedly at 

Razzaq, “are required to give statements. 

Are you sure that the door was not bolted 

from the inside and there was no sign of 

entry?” 

“No sign at all,” the man said. “The four of 

us came together in the morning. There was 

no one in the house except the housemaid 

and the servant boy, and they were in their 

quarters. Razzaq and I went up and knocked 

on the Maulana’s door. There was no 

answer. Then we gestured at our other two 

friends and they also came up. We entered 

the room together. What we saw is what 

you are seeing. “ 

The inspector walked up to Razzaq and 

tapped him on the shoulder. “What room is 

that at the back? What were you doing 

there?” 

Razzaq looked at the inspector with vacant 

eyes, then said in the softest voice: “It is the 

Maulana’s study. I went to check if anything 

had been disturbed there.” 
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“This is a crime scene,” the inspector said 

sternly. “The death appears unnatural. It is 

for the police to investigate. Have you 

touched anything in the study?” 

“Yes,” Razzaq said with downcast eyes. “I 

looked at the papers and books on the table. 

I thought the Maulana might have written 

something. I also surveyed the bookshelves 

to see if anything was amiss. But there 

wasn’t, nothing was tampered with. You 

won’t find any clue in there.” 

“Oh, is it?” the inspector was offended. 

“Search him,” he ordered a constable, “and 

look up the study thoroughly. See if 

anything’s been hidden or destroyed or 

thrown out of the window. You, mister, 

come with me. Everybody out of the room, 

now!” 

 

They came down the staircase and 

assembled in the open courtyard around 

which the house was built. The inspector’s 

attention was drawn to the portraits of the 

Maulana’s forefathers and the framed 

letters and testimonials from famous names 

– Gandhi, Nehru, Jinnah, Anwar Saadat, Lord 

Curzon, Liaqat Ali Khan, Lala Lajpat Rai. 

These hung on a wall on one side of the 

courtyard, which was a covered corridor 

where some cane chairs were kept. This 

corridor ran on all four sides of the 

courtyard. Rooms on the ground floor were 

entered through it. Similarly, on the first 

floor, rooms were built on all four sides of a 

verandah that was directly above the 

covered corridor below. 

 

A tall, young American woman dressed in a 

salwar-kurta with a muslin stole draped 

loosely around her neck, entered the house. 

The first person she looked at was Razzaq. 

The inspector noticed this. “Who are you?” 

he asked her. 

One of the men in the courtyard answered. 

“This is Jane Dunn. She is researching the 

history of Mubarak Mahal. She comes here 

regularly.” 

“Hello,” she said drily to the inspector. “Can 

I see the body?” 

The inspector’s scowling face softened. 

“Yes, of course. Please come with me.” He 

led her upstairs. Everyone else stayed in the 

courtyard below. 

Razzaq walked to the main door and stood 

there with one foot inside the house and 

one outside. He was apparently looking out 

for something but his eyes were without 

expression. Suddenly he stirred and ran out 

of the house. A constable ran after him. 

 

Maulana Abu al-Sa’id’s daughter Tahira, a girl 

nineteen years of age, was running towards 

the house and Razzaq was running towards 

her. Midway they collided; Razzaq caught 

her in his arms. He pressed her tightly to his 

chest and said in her ear, “Don’t see him 

now, do not see him now.” But soon the 

constable and a couple of other men came 

and he had to let her go. She looked at 

Razzaq with tearful eyes, then rushed 

towards the house. Razzaq followed her 

with dejected steps. 

By the time he reached Mubarak Mahal, 

Tahira’s shrieks from upstairs were tearing 

through the air. He slumped on a chair and 

sat with his head in his hands. A minute 

later, Tahira and Jane appeared on the 

verandah above the courtyard. Tahira was 

sobbing with her face on Jane’s shoulder 

and Jane was caressing her head. They came 
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down, the inspector following on their heels. 

Nobody said a word for several minutes. 

Neighbours, acquaintances, passers-by had 

been gathering in and outside the house. An 

ambulance had arrived to take the body for 

a post-mortem, but the lane was too narrow 

for the van to get in, so it was kept parked 

on the main road. The police had a hard time 

convincing people that it was necessary to 

take away the body for a post-mortem. 

Everyone was waiting for the Maulana’s son, 

Saeed al-Sa’id. Without his consent, the 

body was going nowhere. But nobody knew 

where Saeed was. The ambulance driver was 

getting restless, the policemen were getting 

restless, the body was stiffening on the ice 

that was melting fast in the afternoon heat. 

Jane came up to Razzaq and said, “I have to 

leave. I will be back in the evening.” 

Razzaq said to her in a whisper, “I will come 

to your place in the evening, wait for me. 

There’s something I have to tell you. I think I 

know what happened here. The truth is too 

incredible to share with anyone else.” 

 

With that he turned away and walked into 

the room where Tahira was sitting with a 

group of wailing women. Jane watched for a 

few minutes, then went out of the house. A 

man standing in the lane began following 

her discreetly. 

Razzaq bent down to say in Tahira’s ear, 

“Come outside,” and then took her to 

another room. Before he could speak, Tahira 

said, “What happened to baba? Where is 

ammi, where is Saeed?” 

“God knows,” Razzaq threw up his hands. 

“You didn’t tell him, did you?” 

“Why? Do you think that killed him?” Tahira 

snapped, and immediately began lamenting. 

“I was going to tell him! I had decided to tell 

him! Oh why did I not tell him! Who will help 

me now? Baba would have known the right 

thing to do. He was our only guide.” 

“He would have been ashamed,” Razzaq 

said angrily. “At least he was spared the 

disgrace. Now do as I say. Get rid of it 

tomorrow, no later. The time has come.” 

Blood rose to Tahira’s eyes. “You dog,” she 

almost spat at Razzaq. “You think I am 

orphaned? My father taught me to stand on 

my own feet. I will teach the same thing to 

my child. Baba is going to be born again. 

There will not be two deaths in this house, 

you hear?” 

Irritation came to Razzaq’s face. He was 

about to say something nasty when Tahira 

spoke again, “I have lost my father, I will not 

lose my child. You can go to hell.” She 

reached for the door, but Razzaq came in 

the way. 

“Don’t be stupid, please think rationally. We 

have lost everything with baba. The 

students will go now, the house will go now. 

We will be on the street. Do you want your 

child to beg on the roads? And what if it is a 

girl?” 

“You beg on the roads,” Tahira said with 

disgust. “Get out of my way.” 

“You are nineteen, goddamn it! Don’t ruin 

your life.” But these words of Razzaq 

reached not Tahira’s ears. She had already 

stormed out of the room. 

*** 

In the lane outside, IB officer Khan was 

talking to the police inspector. “Strange 

business this, Gupta. We keep an eye on 

these mullahs. Some of the students of this 

school have been involved in extremist 

groups. SIMI, Jamaat, Kashmiri 
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organizations. But the Maulana, he is clean. 

What do you make of it?” 

“No clue,” the inspector said. “It seems that 

he had a nightmare. I am more worried 

about his missing son. I hear he is quite a 

radical.” 

“Yeah, keeps a beard, wears a skull-cap. Very 

suspicious fellow. Keeps to himself, has 

barely a friend. Where can he be?” 

“People are looking. No one saw him leave 

the house in the morning.” 

“And what of that American woman? Why is 

she so interested in these mullahs? I have 

done a check on her. She studied on a NATO 

scholarship. You know NATO? American 

military. Eyes and fingers everywhere. She 

might be a CIA agent. You never know with 

these spies, wolves in pretty clothes.” 

And then he laughed uproariously, making a 

snarling face at the inspector. 

*** 

By evening the police had carried away the 

body. Saeed had not shown up. The body 

had begun to smell. A throng accompanied 

the police, the narrow lanes jammed with 

people, all the way to the ambulance. The 

vehicle sped away, people returned to their 

homes, the crowd in Mubarak Mahal 

thinned. 

Razzaq was in Jane’s house, sitting on the 

carpeted floor, drinking a cup of tea. She sat 

on the floor, too, opposite him, waiting for 

him to speak. 

Razzaq looked at the ceiling and said, 

“Tahira is pregnant with my child.” 

“What!” Jane’s voice rang with alarm. “Since 

when?” 

“Three months. It was a mistake. I am telling 

her to abort it, but she thinks abortion is a 

sin.” 

“That’s outrageous, Razzaq. Poor girl, what 

a pity. Did Maulana saab know?” 

“No one knows. It is our terrible secret.” 

Razzaq looked at Jane with searching eyes. 

He put down his cup and said, “The idea of 

sin is in Tahira’s blood. She got it from her 

father. Now it will pass to her child. I am 

afraid, Jane, afraid that we are all 

condemned. You saw the Maulana, you saw 

his expression. As if he had seen the devil” 

Razzaq lit a cigarette. Jane asked, “What are 

you trying to say?” 

“I am saying exactly what I am trying to say. 

The Maulana’s family, his ancestors, they 

have known nothing but God. Virtue, sin, 

right, wrong – they are born among these 

words, they die among these words. I’ll tell 

you something that very few people know. 

Saeed knows, but Tahira and her mother can 

only sense it. Maulana Abu al-Sa’id, for all his 

piety and knowledge, thought himself a 

sinner. He was afraid that he was moving 

away from Allah, that Satan was digging its 

claws into his soul. Nobody contemplates 

the devil more than a man of god. The 

Maulana was a noble fellow, but the cleaner 

you are, the dirtier you can get. He was 

tormented by the slightest sign of evil. The 

merest beginning of a sinful thought made 

him panic. He put more and more faith in 

Allah, he prayed day and night to be saved, 

but the thought of the devil just wouldn’t 

leave him. Imagine his fear, his shame. All 

that legacy of his ancestors, all that 

affirmation of Allah’s power, worthless! Had 

he failed Allah, or had Allah failed him? Who 

could answer such a question. 

“All around him was the decay of God. Men 

worshipping money, men abandoning 
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imaan. Isn’t it well known that the hearts of 

men have turned to stone in this age? That 

lovers are humiliated and profiteers 

worshipped? For men like the Maulana, it 

was a matter of great distress that frauds 

and barbarians had become custodians of 

religion, that nations created in the name of 

Islam had turned out to be slaughterhouses 

of the faithful. How could the Maulana, in his 

crumbling house, the lost glories of his 

family now only a mocking memory, remain 

hopeful of better days? Decline, decay, 

alienation, this was all he had known. The 

Hindus have the idea of Kalyug, the Mahdis 

have seen their saviour, the Christians await 

the second coming. Where does a Muslim 

look to? There is not going to be another 

prophet, Muhammad was the last. The only 

thing to look forward to is the apocalypse. 

“Disappointed in Allah, the Maulana turned 

to Satan. For the past few years he had been 

studying the devil. Books on witchcraft, 

stories of ghosts, cults of occult… the 

Maulana became obsessed with mastering 

evil. The more he communed with the devil, 

the more he sensed it in himself. Some 

months ago he told me that he often felt a 

shadow near him, a shadow that appeared 

human but which disappeared the moment 

he saw it. He thought that the incantations 

that he sometimes spoke aloud in his study 

had brought the devil to his house. He 

complained of seeing hallucinations, he was 

unable to sleep in the dark. He had started 

taking all sorts of medications.” 

Razzaq lit another cigarette. “It was a 

fascination with evil that drew me to the 

Maulana. I once went to him and confessed 

that I was tormented by lust. He told me 

that lust was the greatest sin. Immediately 

we struck a rapport. Both of us felt that our 

bodies were our curse. ‘What we truly seek,’ 

he would say to me, ‘is to transcend our 

self.’ I would question, ‘But that is 

impossible. We are one body, we cannot be 

anyone else. Why not come to terms with 

our selves? Why not, in fact, cultivate our 

distinctiveness? If this body is to decay, why 

not make good use of it?’ I won most of the 

arguments. The sensual always 

overpowered the spiritual. Soon, the 

Maulana began confessing to me! It brought 

a great honesty to our conversations. It 

made me rethink my ideas and contemplate 

Satan quite seriously. ‘No ritual is more 

intricate than the occult,’ he told me. ‘Have 

you seen anything more picturesque than 

depictions of the devil?  Where the grandeur 

of Lucifer in the bleak Christ? Which saintly 

imagination, what holy art, can conjure 

Satan’s terrific visage?’ 

“I was intrigued by the books in his library, I 

was moved by his passion. I had found a 

teacher. But there was a crucial difference 

between us. He was trying to conquer the 

devil, I was craving to surrender to it. There 

was a time when I had placed great hope in 

god. I would go to Sufi shrines, undertake 

torturous fasts go on pilgrimages. But every 

hope of mine was crushed. Nothing came 

out of my faith but misery. I wanted to blow 

up shrines and mosques. Vengeance, it was 

mine to take. 

“Evil – I was fascinated by the word. Lust — 

it kept ringing in my head. And here, in this 

house, was Tahira, a girl growing into a 

woman, blossoming right under my nose. 

Her smell, her sight, drove me mad. Each 

curve of her body, each enlargement of her 

flesh, I observed like I was observing a 

celestial spectacle. By a web of beautiful 

words, I trapped that butterfly. And once 

she yielded to me, I pressed deeper into her, 

until… until my sin was sowed, its seed 

sprouted.” 

Razzaq covered his face with his hands. “It is 

a child of sin, it must be killed.” 



Maya, Judgement Night and other stories -New Asian Writing’s 3rd anthology of short stories 

www.new-asian-writing.com                                                                                                         113 | P a g e  

Jane stood up. “Why are you telling me all 

this? And what does it have to do with 

Maulana saab’s death?” 

“Because a man has died from his own 

thoughts,” Razzaq shouted. “Don’t you 

understand? The devil in the Maulana’s head 

turned real. It became the apparition that 

scared him to death. If I see that child 

growing in Tahira’s stomach, it will be the 

death of me.” 

 

He caught his hair and pulled at it hard. Then 

he looked at Jane and said, “And still the lust 

won’t leave me! Even now, as I stand before 

you, I want to ravish you.” 

He stretched out his arms towards her as if 

he was struggling against some force that 

kept him from reaching her. Jane took a step 

back. 

“Please go away. You are too disturbed. 

We’ll talk later. I will try to persuade Tahira 

to abort the child,” She said. 

With a lowered head and dragging his feet, 

Razzaq went out. Across the room, on the 

curtain over the window, a shadow moved. 

*** 

Tahira had fallen asleep late in the night, and 

then slept fitfully. For some time she 

thought that the knocking on the door was a 

dream. It took her some time before she 

was fully awake. She realized that there was 

someone shouting from behind the door. It 

was the housemaid. “Open the door, Tahira 

bitiya, the police is here.” 

Without putting on a dupatta, Tahira rushed 

out to the courtyard. Razzaq was standing 

just outside the house entrance, in 

handcuffs. The police inspector, two 

constables, and IB officer Khan were 

surrounding him. “What has happened?” 

Tahira asked in a fearful voice. 

IB officer Khan said, gruffly, “That American 

woman is dead, murdered. This man was at 

her house last night. No one saw her alive 

after that.” 

Tahira’s jaw dropped. Razzaq shouted to 

her, “I am innocent. Don”t worry, Tahira, I 

will be free very soon.” 

The inspector grabbed Razzaq’s hair and 

gave it a rough shake. “Saala! I suspected 

him from the beginning. Fiddling in the 

Maulana’s study, sneaking into that 

American’s house. The bastard did not know 

that we were keeping an eye on the 

woman.” 

Khan asked Tahira, “Any news of your 

brother? And when is your mother coming 

back?” 

Tahira shook her head as if she was unable 

to comprehend anything. She kept looking 

at Razzaq through eyes clouded with tears. 

The constables began dragging Razzaq 

away. He shouted to Tahira again, “Jane 

died just like the Maulana. Don’t sleep alone 

at night, go away, go to your mother’s 

village.” 

Tahira did not go to the morgue to see 

Jane’s body. The inspector had told her that 

a post-mortem was being conducted. A bit 

of relief came when Maulana Abu al-Sa’id’s 

corpse was returned to Mubarak Mahal. 

People came to see the body. Some relatives 

had also arrived. A man sent to Tahira’s 

mother’s village was expected to return 

with her the next morning. The funeral was 

held up because of her absence. There was 

little hope of Saeed being found; he had this 

habit of disappearing for days together. 
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In the afternoon the phone rang. It was the 

man who had gone to fetch Tahira’s mother 

from her village. In an uneasy voice he told 

Tahira, “Bibi ji to yahan aayi hi nahin. People 

here say they haven’t seen her since the past 

six months.” 

Some of the Maulana’s students went to the 

police station to file a missing person report. 

Relatives and neighbours began murmuring 

among themselves. Tahira’s shock had 

quickly turned to apprehension. She locked 

herself in her room and tried to make sense 

of it all, but she could not think one clear 

thought. 

When dusk set in, she came out and ordered 

the body to be taken away for burial. By 

night she had asked all visitors to leave. 

Around midnight, she went to the Maulana’s 

study and began looking at his notebooks. 

An hour of sifting later, this caught her 

attention: 

“Women loom in a man’s mind at every 

stage of his life. The mother is the first. Then 

appears the seductress, the lover, who 

ignites in him uncontrollable passions and 

unlocks pleasures he had no conception of. 

These passions bring with them rage and 

heartache, and the feeling of sin. But in the 

figure of the wife, the woman is 

transformed from a site of sin to a store of 

virtue, especially when she has your child in 

her womb, just as your mother once carried 

you. In all these stages, the first impulse of 

man is to take care of women, look after 

them and protect them. The source of this 

impulse is man’s bond with his mother.” 

“But this concern, this preoccupation with 

women, prevents man from communing 

with his own nature, man’s nature, which is 

different from a woman’s. Men grapple with 

the presence of women in many ways. Some 

become monks, some whoremongers. But 

when women begin to say they have no 

need of men, when they refuse to play the 

old roles of mother and wife, men lose the 

plot of their lives. If they do not have to care 

for women, why, they are free to care for 

themselves! They steadily move away from 

women, from family and children, and 

ultimately from the restraints that keep 

them from abandoning the domestic life.” 

“The idea of God is a pacifying one. It 

encourages men to settle down in homes 

and be content with small mercies. The 

constant temptation of evil has to be 

overcome by constant contemplation of 

virtue. Love, faith, honesty, all these are 

religious words. They suit women more than 

men. Everywhere, women are more religious 

and fond of prayer. 

“But religion is in decline. The only hope of 

God’s revival is in the unchecked tyranny of 

Satan. People migrate when land becomes 

infertile, when rivers dry. People will seek 

God again when love and faith disappear. 

Once the devil becomes manifest, they will 

see the horror for what it is. A sign, a sign 

that the devil has begun ruling us, is what 

we need.” 

Tahira was bewildered by this. Was her 

father a man hiding a terrible secret? 

A soft knock on the door startled her. She 

held her breath and waited for it to sound 

again. “Tahira,” a hushed voice came. Saeed! 

She sprang from her chair and opened the 

door. 

“Brother, where on earth were you? How 

did you come into the house?” 

The light was dim where Saeed was 

standing. His face appeared darkened 

against the yellow glow of the bulb that was 

lit at the other end of the room. A cloth bag 

was slung on his shoulder. His hair was 
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dishevelled and his eyes gleamed like a 

wolf’s. He stepped in and closed the door. 

“Hush, dear sister, no one should know I 

was here.” 

He advanced a couple of steps. Tahira was 

still gaping at him when he began speaking 

in a mysterious way. 

“I had to tell you something, show you 

something. You know how sad and helpless 

father had become over the years. The 

school was dying, mother’s jewellery had 

been sold off. But he persisted with the old 

ways, teaching the knowledge that nobody 

was interested in. He persisted even when I 

rebelled, when I declared our legacy to be a 

farce. “Enough of your theology, father, 

Allah has given us nothing but failure. I 

refuse to inherit this curse. I disown, 

forswear Allah.” 

Saeed sensed Tahira’s uneasiness. He put a 

hand on her shoulder. “Listen to me, Tahira. 

You must understand that there was a bitter 

ideological divide between me and father. 

We drifted apart. Father grew closer to 

Razzaq, a boy, a simple boy, who thought 

himself a man. He was full of big words but 

he had no spirit. Razzaq, get some guts, I 

would tease him. I thought Razzaq harmless, 

I regarded him as a guinea pig on which 

father conducted his intellectual 

experiments. But then, but then…” 

A rage came over Saeed’s face. He said 

through gritted teeth, “I went to Jane’s 

house last night. From the window I saw 

Razaaq sitting there. I heard him say that he 

had impregnated you out of lust. He said 

that the child growing in you was a child of 

sin. I wanted to twist his neck, but I 

controlled myself. I killed Jane instead.” 

Quickly Saeed put his hand over Tahira’s 

mouth. “Listen to me first, listen to me 

first,” he muttered, keeping his voice 

hushed. “I wanted Razzaq to suffer. I was 

certain that the police would arrest him for 

Jane’s death. I killed Jane for only this 

purpose. I killed her easily because I had 

committed far worse sins before.” 

Saeed moved his fingers over the strap of 

the bag on his shoulder. “Do you know what 

happened to father? I showed him 

something and he died. Believe me, I did not 

mean to kill him. I just wanted to end this 

argument for all time, the argument that 

God will always subdue the devil when it 

rears its head. I wanted to show father that 

the devil was well and truly among us, and 

that I, of the ancient saintly family of 

Mubarak Mahalis, had turned my back on 

god, on his messenger, on all those who 

believed in him.” 

Something in Saeed’s eyes made Tahira 

shudder. She saw Saeed sliding his hand into 

his bag, and she began to shiver 

uncontrollably. 

“Behold dear sister, the fruit of centuries of 

godly labour, the triumph of evil, the horror 

of horrors.” 

With the swiftness of a snake, Saeed 

brought out of the bag a blur. It took   Tahira 

a while to realize that what he was holding 

in his hand was a human head. It was the 

head of their mother, severed from the body 

at two inches below the chin. 

In front of a choking Tahira, Saeed put the 

head on the table, smiled at her, and jumped 

out of the window into the darkness 

outside. 

*** 

Glossary: 

Ammi – mother 

Baba – term for father 
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Bibi ji to yahan aayi hi nahin – The mistress 

never came here 

Bhai – brother 

Bitiya- term for daughter 

Dupatta – a stole worn over the neck and 

shoulder by women 

Imaan — honesty 

Kalyug – The current decadent epoch, 

according to Hindu mythology 

Madarsa – Islamic school 

Saab – honorific, similar to ‘mister’ 

Saala – a swear word 

Salwar-kurta – a women’s garment 

 

Gaurav Dixit is a 32-year-old Indian national 

who has worked as a journalist in Delhi. He 

was Erasmus Mundus scholar for a masters 

programme in ‘journalism within 

globalisation’ in Europe between 2009 and 

2011. He blogs at 

occupation.wordpress.com. 

 

 

‘ONCE IN A BY-LANE’ BY MEHA 

PANDE 
Ramla and Onir were in the underground 

book market of Chandani Bazaar. Chandani 

Bazaar was called so because it bore an 

obvious resemblance to Dilli’s Chandani 

Chowk. But this Bazaar, unlike Chandani 

Chowk was an underground market located 

in the subway on the outskirt of their city. 

They had never been to this place but 

hearsay was that it never saw the light of 

the day and yellow bulbs were used in shops 

to keep them functioning. 

Why were Ramla and Onir here? They were 

both working on a Ph.D. proposal and were 

in dire need of books. From friends and 

acquaintances, they knew that the place was 

dilapidated, grungy and unusually crowded 

but since this was their last resort, they had 

planned to visit it. To make their book hunt 

easier and to leave the madhouse as soon as 

possible, they carried a list with them. 

Onir had jotted down the names of all books 

they wished to purchase from the 

claustrophobic market. It seemed like one of 

those supermarket sales where they had to 

purchase the items as soon as one could and 

run away with the products for free – the 

only alteration being, here, they would have 

to pay for the items; not merely pay but 

bargain too. Finally, on 2nd of June, a 

typically hot Sunday morning, they decided 

to finish their task which was already long 

overdue now. 

They took a train from the Sultan Nagar 

station and absorbed in talking to one 

another, barely realizing how they kept 

crossing one station after another, they 

soon reached their destination. It was one of 

their happy days; one of those days when 

they agreed to practically everything, living 

the perfect life which had initially made 

them grow fond of one another. Each time 

they lived their perfection it sent them into a 

state of trance – an ecstatic moment where 

both world and time seemed suspended for 

them. 

That Sunday, this tiny world of perfection – 

magical and spell-bound – was interrupted 

by the announcement in the train. They had 

finally arrived at the Chandani Bagh station 

from where this shadowy market was just a 

rickshaw ride away. After Onir’s negotiation 
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with the rickshawwalah to take them in tees 

rupaiye instead of chalees they hopped onto 

it. Ramla never negotiated. She was 

sympathetic towards the poor and even 

when she knew how much they were 

overcharging, she always paid them 

whatever they asked her for. Onir was a man 

of sympathy too but unlike Ramla he 

succumbed to the limits of his reason in 

particular and reasonability in general. 

Mocking Onir for his negotiations and giving 

him the usual smile as they relished their 

ride, they looked around, both of them 

nervous to step into the market. 

Onir was nervous for he seldom took her to 

such busy markets. Ramla disliked the place 

too; one for Onir’s dislike for people – both 

their kind and number- at such places and 

another for the gloom and obscurity which 

prevailed in the very aura of the market. 

Both of them, for reasons varied, decided to 

head back as soon as they could. 

Ramla, since morning, had been feeling 

unprecedented joy but something else 

accompanied this joy. A feeling she was 

unable to decipher. In the spur of the happy, 

rather flawless day she had spent so far, this 

feeling took a backseat. As they got down 

from their rickshaw walking towards the 

market, the feeling began growing 

unfathomable. 

She held Onir’s arm, he looked at her and 

smiled, just telling her, “abhi wapis chalte 

hain bas”. She could not tell him how she 

felt; for this wasn’t the time or the place to 

do so, more so, because she did not know 

the feeling herself. All she knew was – she 

felt familiar. She ignored it as a case of one 

of those phases of déjà vu she occasionally 

sensed. We all do, she thought to herself 

and continued walking with Onir, with her 

hand tightly clutched onto his with a grasp 

as powerful as that of a new born. The 

Bazaar was much worse than they had 

imagined it to be and the first sight of it 

invoked just two words – dark and low. It 

was like a horizontal home with rooms one 

next to another in a straight line. There was 

a wall along which the shops were situated, 

separated only by the colour of their doors, 

each a different shade with the name of the 

shop written in paint serving the twin 

purpose of designation and isolation. One 

had to bend a little to enter through the 

main door for these shops were just enough 

to accommodate a man five feet six inches 

tall. All of them were square in shape, 

something both Onir and Ramla had never 

seen, or imagined. 

They were at Munish Book Shop - two 

spaces away from the public toilet in the 

subway. The toilet was a small cube with an 

open green door, a tinge of faint yellow 

from the light bulb inside it and the shop 

was no different except that it had a blue 

door and Munish Books was painted in white 

at its door. Just outside the shop was a 

Vodafone mobile recharge poster too, 

written beneath it – yahan mobile bhi 

recharge hotay hain. Ramla could only 

imagine how people worked in these 

crammed up spaces, spending most of their 

day day inside a cubicle. The déjà vu she felt 

kept growing stronger, her nervousness- 

which she now realized was a consequence 

of her sense of familiarity to the place- kept 

aggravating greatly within some corner 

inside her. 

The owner of the shop was a strange man; 

strange in many ways. One, for he never 

looked up and spoke to his customers with 

his head down, remaining engaged with a 

pen and a notepad solving what seemed like 

a riddle copied onto the white sheet of his 

notepad from some newspaper at first. Onir 

asked him if he had the books listed on the 

piece of paper which he carried along. The 
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man pointed towards a shelf right in front of 

him and said “jo hai ismein hai nikaal lo.” 

The man seemed absent minded at first, but 

he wasn’t. He was in fact engrossed – or at 

least at first it looked like he was but a 

careful observation revealed that it was his 

obsession. While Onir looked for their books 

finding a couple of rare ones, Ramla looked 

at what the man was doing. Nobody knew if 

he was called Munish or the shop was 

named after someone else. He preferred 

people calling him Sir for he believed he 

knew things which none could teach or 

know. 

Ramla stood near his table and looked 

curiously. She was astonished at what she 

saw. What looked like crosswords or riddles 

were actually ciphers. He seemed to decrypt 

some puzzles and riddles fanatically. There 

were a couple of squares on the white sheet 

of paper with letters and symbols filled into 

each square. There were semi circles, 

triangles, numbers and alphabets all over his 

notepad. As soon as he noticed that Ramla 

was peering into his work, he began 

teaching her, almost as neurotically as he 

was solving them himself. She began 

nodding in agreement as if she were 

interested in learning and said yes sir to 

whatever blabber he made to her and to 

himself. In the inner most corner of her 

heart she knew something was going to 

happen. It is a day when something shall 

happen, she thought. She was frightened 

and alarmed at the demeanour of the man 

yet managed to maintain her composure, at 

least superficially. Just when she thought 

they could pay him and leave Onir came up 

to her and told her some of the books were 

not available and that he would quickly go to 

the shop at the back to see if they had those 

books. He wanted Ramla to be safe and so 

asked her to stay at the book shop till he 

came back. He had not paid the man yet and 

left Ramla, placing the books they had to 

buy in her hands to keep them reserved. 

 

It was from the very moment since Onir left 

the shop that Ramla felt a strange 

uneasiness, a strange longing to have Onir 

back as if he was leaving to never return. In 

the beginning of the day what she felt like a 

shadow seemed to concretize itself more 

and more every minute ever since Onir left 

her. She was distracted and scared. Scared 

of this unusual shopkeeper that she was left 

with, pretending to enjoy his puzzles and the 

process of his obsessive teaching. She 

almost began feeling that he was a neurotic 

psychopath and she did not have a way out 

of here until Onir came. What made her 

situation worse was that he sensed her 

concentration and a second of her energy 

moving towards the thought of Onir seemed 

to agitate him, as if their energies were now 

knotted together. The only thing inhabiting 

her mind and heart was Onir’s well-being as 

she indulged in a pretentious deliberation to 

gratify the shopkeeper. 

The man on the other hand kept scribbling 

asking her to look, screaming occasionally, 

“Yahan dekho, dhyan kahan hai tumhara?”  

In that moment, every negative thought 

crossed her mind. Strangely, she was feeling 

the loss of Onir. She had no reason to but 

she still did. She was unable to understand 

how their life had changed unexpectedly. It 

was a usual day for them, in fact better than 

the usual- one of the best days for them and 

now she had herself tied up to this man- this 

obsessive, middle aged man, wheatish in 

complexion, with salt and pepper hair, a pair 

of spectacles on, wearing an unclean red 

shirt and grey trousers. Every second that 

elapsed made her wearier and she wished 

Onir would return soon. World and time had 
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once again suspended for her and this time 

she pitied herself for it. This time she wanted 

Onir to come and break her free from this 

torture that she was caught in. The thought 

that Onir would be ignorant of the trouble 

she was into bothered her much more. The 

man realized Ramla’s lack of attentiveness, 

knew she was thinking of Onir instead. He 

screamed at her once again to which she 

finally broke her silence, asking him, “Onir 

abhi tak aaya kyu nahi” to which he 

answered disapprovingly, “mujhe kya pata, 

aajaega.”  Ramla – surrounded by pain, fear 

and that strange feeling she carried within 

her replied, to herself more than the man, “I 

have lost him here once. We came here 

once; he left me and never came back. I 

don’t know how I found him again. I must 

not let go for I don’t want to lose him 

again.” 

She did not understand why she said those 

words. She had never been to this place ever 

before. They had come here together for the 

first time. Yet the force and conviction with 

which she uttered these words left her 

astounded. Instead of trying to make sense 

of what she had uttered, she looked out. 

Shockingly she had a glance at a few known 

faces just outside the shop. She saw a few 

people whom she knew – two boys from the 

days of their Masters programme, their 

classmates she never interacted with but 

Onir knew. 

Suddenly she lit up, like she knew where 

Onir was all this while. It had been three 

hours since he had left and now she knew 

that he was perhaps with these old friends, 

helping one of them, as was his habit. They 

passed the place and she saw nobody with 

them. Her heart began to sink, as if she was 

losing all hope and also the composure she 

had kept intact, at least on the outside all 

this while. She did not know why she said 

those words. She was troubled and 

confused- both together but her trouble 

hardly gave her time to ponder over the 

confusion. Just when the old man screamed 

once again for her to pay attention, this time 

also telling her only if she concentrated they 

could have solved this one which he is nearly 

going to do alone now, Onir stepped in. She 

felt delighted, her heart pounding with joy 

and relief. She still did not know why she 

had uttered those words that she shall not 

see him again but in that second she 

completely forgot about those words or the 

mystery behind her utterance. She went 

towards the door of the shop and embraced 

him telling him how worried she was and 

how much she missed him. He looked at her 

with love and a smile, kissing her forehead, 

“All is good,” he said… He was just around 

the corner and it were some books which 

were particularly difficult to find that took 

his time. She felt relieved at the sight of him 

and insisted that they must now leave. 

When Onir tried to talk to the man at the 

shop, he seemed rather disgruntled at how 

it was just Onir who had mattered to Ramla 

all this while and not his own work of genius. 

He wouldn’t react to what Onir said to him 

regarding the price of each book or their 

cumulative price. It seemed like nothing 

mattered to him – neither the books nor the 

money. Ramla insisted that they must pay 

him and leave or leave the books and just 

go. She had to tell Onir so much. She had to 

tell him how frightened she was, and oh! 

also what she had uttered while he was 

gone. They were trying to find a way to 

leave the shop but the man would neither 

listen to them nor let them leave. There was 

something even in his silence, which 

discomforted them even at the thought of 

sneaking away. They felt bound to him, by 

something which was terrorizing, 

frightening and invincible. 
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Luckily, a group of people entered into the 

shop just when Onir and Ramla were 

planning to leave and the man once again 

began to teach some new people, the art of 

decrypting. It was in this crowd that Onir 

and Ramla decided to leave. They thought if 

they left now it would be safer and easier 

and though they did not say a word to one 

another, it was an unsaid understanding 

between them to leave at precisely the same 

moment. 

Onir quickly uttered, “We shall come in a 

while. Ummm… Some teachers are waiting 

for us outside,” and holding Ramla’s hand he 

moved away. They ran from the shop and 

three spaces away, sat right one shop away 

from the toilet in the dingy gully of that 

tunnel-market. They held hands, looking at 

each other, smiling when Ramla observed 

the toilet, remarking at the bizarreness of 

the cubicle and also how the tunnel market 

in its entirety was an unsafe corner of the 

city. Onir silently agreed. Their quiet 

agreement was suddenly hindered by 

someone standing right in front of them. It 

was the man from the shop. He looked at 

them with eyes full of disgust and a strange 

accusation that they had lied to him. He did 

not say a word to them, just kept looking 

and neither Onir knew nor did Ramla as to 

why they could not utter a word. The man 

had something in him; they knew that they 

would never be able to figure out what 

exactly it was. Onir hurriedly said, in anxiety 

and panic, “Oh… We met teachers. We were 

coming. We had to pass on the notes.” 

The shopkeeper screamed. He screamed 

looking only at Ramla, as if Onir had not 

even existed, with a paper in his hand and 

something which looked solved, decoded 

scribbled all over it. 

“If only you had the time to wait, you could 

have learnt. This is what I decoded. You 

could decode it. .. If only…” he yelled. He 

left the page stuck at an iron rod right across 

the space they sat at and furiously walked 

away. Ramla was scared, so much so that 

she did not even have the nerve to pick up 

the paper and see what the man had made 

of it. She did not know whether the man 

really knew something, if he had decoded 

something or if it was just a compulsive 

game he played. Whatever it may be, she 

knew she had to go back to him and display 

interest. She told Onir that she must. She did 

not know why but she knew that must now 

go back to the man and make him calm for 

his rage would leave her terrified even if 

they headed back home. 

She said to Onir, “I think he has some 

mysterious powers.” Onir, for what he 

wanted most was her peace, asked her, 

“What should we do now?” 

She held his hand and took him to the 

basement of the tunnel where a group of 

men played some board game – something 

which looked like carom (but probably 

wasn’t) and drank beer. Some of them, she 

spotted to be their classmates that she had 

earlier seen. Onir did not drink, she knew 

this and so without worry she asked him to 

join the company of men until she bid a 

goodbye to the man. 

She said, “We’ll meet here.” Onir smilingly 

nodded to indicate that he would. 

Ramla was left once again with the same 

strange sense of uneasiness wrapping her 

up in itself which she felt when Onir had left 

earlier. The last thing she saw was Onir’s 

smiling face telling her that he shall be there. 

It looked like he seemed to enjoy the 

thought of playing the game there and 

looking at him, she felt joyous. 

Ramla ran to the upper floor of the dingy 

enclosed tunnel up to the book shop. The 
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man was no longer there. She looked for 

him. He had gone, disappeared. She thought 

to herself,what a waste of time it was to 

have come all this way simultaneously 

regretting her decision of not leaving with 

Onir earlier. Something which made her 

utter the words ‘she would lose him the 

second time’ made her run at her fastest 

pace, looking all around for Onir. 

She ran to the basement and discovered 

what the insides of her already knew. He 

was gone. She did not know where but he 

was gone. And she knew she would not find 

him. She ran to every shop looking for Onir, 

opening the door of the toilet only to 

accidentally bump into a woman coming out 

of it, she apologized to her. She had checked 

everywhere and she did not check again for 

she could sense the outcome. 

She knew in her heart that she would not 

find him. She stood still at the green door of 

the toilet from where she could see the 

brightness of the day – an exit, the same 

gate they had entered this tunnel-market 

from. She took her first step towards the 

gate, and the second, and then the third. 

Walking… She realized something in that 

strange sense of calm which now engulfed 

her. She knew it now. Everything now made 

sense to her. The meaning of her name and 

the words she had uttered. She had finally 

decoded it, something the man kept telling 

her to do, and finally did for her. It could all 

be summed up in a single sentence which 

kept reiterating inside her head as she 

walked towards the light outside. 

Now, she knew what she could never 

understand, why she was named Ramla: a 

Swahili name meaning the fortune teller. 

And if only she looked, she would know 

what reiterated in her head is what the man 

had decoded too. The piece of paper she 

never looked at had the following words, 

each of them scribbled somewhere in its 

half-torn corners around the symbols. 

What we sometimes understand to be a 

memory of the past is but in fact a memory 

for the future. 

*** 

 

 

Glossary: 

tees rupaiye: Thirty Rupees 

chalees: Forty 

abhi wapis chale hain bas: We shall leave 

immediately 

yahan mobile bhi recharge hotay hain: 

Mobile recharges are available here 

jo hai ismein hai nikaal lo : Whatever I have in 

in here, take it yourself. 

Yahan dekho, dhyan kahan hai tumhara: 

Look here, where is it that you are 

engrossed? 

Mujhe kya pata, aajaega: How would I know? 

He shall come when he must. 

Onir abhi tak aaya kyu nahi: Why isn’t Onir 

here yet? 

 

Meha Pande, 24 years old, is from New 

Delhi. Having completed her Masters in 

English Literature from Ramjas College, she 

is presently an MPhil scholar at Jawaharlal 

Nehru University. Working on Diaspora in 

the writings of Jhumpa Lahiri, she has just 

begun her career in the academic field with 

teaching experience at the University of 

Delhi. Belonging to a defence background, 

she has spent her life at many places in India. 
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Inspired by Indian English short story as a 

form and the magical texture of the 

Marquezian world for quite some time now, 

this story is her attempt at conjoining the 

two together. 

 

 

 

‘MAXIMUM’ BY PUSPITA DAS 

BARBARA 
 

He couldn’t see when he was born. But then 

that’s natural for pups. Their eyes open only 

about two weeks after their birth. And he 

was the tiniest. His hearing more than made 

up for his lack of sight though.  Even at that 

tiny, bite sized mass of fur he could hear far 

and wide. From the rapid beating of his 

mother’s heart to the growling noise of her 

tummy, all were sounds he associated with 

comfort and security. He liked it there, 

hating his small frameevery time his bigger 

and stronger siblings pushed him away and 

finished all the milk leaving him hungry and 

whimpering. His mom would lovingly lick 

him all over, as if she was trying to assure 

him that he would be taken care of, his 

hunger would not be a prolonged one. And 

like all moms she was right. 

 

Nina was a plaid child. She didn’t have either 

the charming looks of her twin Jay or the 

lively exuberance of their elder sister, Sunita. 

A full ten minutes late in birth, it was as if 

the world had silently decided that she 

would thus be late in everything. Her mother 

never discriminated, but Nina could feel her 

silent look of pity at the fact that this 

offspring of hers was just so plain. And so 

from the very beginning, Nina with childlike 

understanding, accepted her twin’s and her 

elder sister’s superiority over her. She 

neither questioned it, nor fretted about it. 

She just accepted it as simply as she 

accepted the fact that Jay was handsome 

and didi was smart. Maturity, which is often 

mistakenly considered an adult domain, was 

Nina’s forte. But of course, no one noticed 

that, because no one looked for a so called 

adult emotion in a child’s world. 

 

While her siblings squealed and delighted 

over their litter of pups, five in total, three 

males and two females, Nina was quick to 

notice the tiniest of the lot getting left out 

of the drinking competition that its brothers 

and sisters seemed to be indulging in 

permanently. On its part, having been 

pushed out of the suckling competition, the 

tiny brown ball of fur was free to turn its 

attention to other facets of the world that 

was to be its home for full doggy years of its 

life. He noticed with his well-tuned in 

hearing, the presence of some creatures 

obviously different from himself and his 

family. But somehow he knew from the 

squeals and voices that they belonged to 

children like him, albeit of a different 

species. He just knew. Perhaps nature had 

made up for his smallness of size by giving 

him some extra dose of perception. He 

could also sense a third presence, a quieter 

less exuberant creation from that species 

which doted over him and his siblings. He 

was fascinated by this third extension. He 

could sense the one; if he concentrated real 

hard he could even distinguish the scent 

from the other more loud factions and 

though his eyes were closed, nay shut tight 

actually, he just knew that he was the centre 

of attention in those eyes. 
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“Papa, do you have a moment?” Nina asked 

shyly standing at the door of her dad’s 

study. From behind his glasses, large gentle 

eyes suddenly lost all the tension and stress 

that had been clouding them a second ago. 

Nina had that effect on a lot of people. Her 

calmness somehow rubbed off on the ones 

she interacted with. As for her dad, though 

he never said so ever, not even to himself; 

deep inside this child of his had made a 

special place for herself the moment she had 

been placed in his arms after a few tense 

moments of doubt on her survival. Ten 

minutes of tension had been replaced by a 

lifetime of pure bliss when those tiny 

crinkled eyes had opened for a moment to 

look into his soul and then closed in 

satisfaction that she was in safe hands. She 

had never stopped having that calming 

effect on him ever since. The presentation 

could wait, the laptop was closed and his 

arms stretched out towards Nina even as his 

smile that had started in his heart reached 

his eyes and then his lips. Nina on her part 

had her moments of childhood every time 

she was around him. She knew that with him 

there was no need to understand, just to 

feel, the safety of his arms and the warmth 

of his love. With an otherwise 

uncharacteristic jump and a gleeful squeal 

she plopped into his lap faster than his smile 

could complete its journey. 

 

“Papa, I think one puppy is not getting 

enough milk from Jenny. Its brothers and 

sisters push it away easily, it’s so tiny. And 

when Jenny pulls it close later she has no 

milk left to feed it. I don’t want it to be 

hungry papa. Will you come and see once? 

Can I help it? Can’t we give it some milk 

through a bottle?” the questions rushed out 

tumbling over one another as desperate to 

be heard as the pup was desperate to be 

fed. This time father and child went together 

to appraise the situation. And then a short 

trip was made to the pet store to get a 

feeding apparatus and some more additives. 

Nina could hardly contain her excitement as 

they walked towards Jenny and her litter. 

Her dad could not stop smiling at the 

pressure of a tight fist around his finger. He 

had never seen such a show of emotion in 

Nina. He gently ruffled her hair as they 

walked. 

“Hey Jenny, this tiny one is missing out isn’t 

it?” he said gently. Her gentle, tired eyes 

seemed to agree as she licked her master’s 

hand. “Nina will take care of it in her room 

from now okay? Your son will be in good 

hands Jenny.” An extra-large and wet lick 

was Jenny’s answer. She gently nudged the 

tiny ball of fur towards her master giving it 

one last grooming before she let go if it into 

the hands of the one whom she trusted with 

her life. In her room the tiny basket lay 

ready, lined, warm and soft. 

 

“What shall you call him Nina?” asked her 

dad. ‘Max’, she said promptly, ‘because he 

needs maximum care and I shall love him 

maximum too.’ Max was gently put into his 

new home. Dad softly closed the door with 

one look at his darling carefully feeding Max 

oblivious to his words, ‘call me if you need 

any help sweetheart.’ 

Max, glad to finally stop feeling hungry was 

the first of Jenny’s litter to understand what 

Jenny did. Having a caring master was a 

wonderful thing. 

*** 

Puspita Das Barbara is an Indian, a law 

graduate who later trained in the service 

industry and worked for American Express 
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pre childbirth. She is now 37 years old and 

post motherhood, by choice she put her 

career on the backseat and has been a full 

time dedicated mother of two girls aged 7 

and 3, as of today. When her elder daughter 

was of school going age she joined as a 

Kindergarten teacher in Maple Bear, a 

Canadian international school and worked 

there till the birth of her second child. 

Her stint with writing started about two 

years ago when a few poems and articles 

that she had put forward in her blog were 

appreciated by her friends and family. At the 

insistence of one such friend she took part in 

a national level short story writing 

competition. She made it into the winning 

list and had her first published story in the 

book. She has also had a poem and short 

story featured in an e-magazine and 

another’s blog. She has since continued to 

create and write for herself and her close 

knit ones. Getting her work published is not 

really on her mind as of now. Currently, 

between home works, annual days, 

swimming classes, etc. she manages to do a 

little bit of freelance content writing. You 

can visit her blog at 

pdasbarbara.wordpress.com 

 

 

‘THE POMELO TREE’ BY RUDRA 

KINSHUK 
They bore his grandpa away from his 

cottage with the straw thatch, covered with 

lush green pumpkin- creepers and a big 

chalta-tree hovering over it. It being a bright 

winter morning, dewdrops on the lily leaves 

were looking like glass-beads. Ducks, 

waddling in the nearby pond were in a deep 

meditation of a distant home. Hemango was 

then hardly fourteen. 

 

A decade and a half have elapsed. The old 

man has gone forever. The dinner table, 

which he was very fond of, is still standing 

on the same place. Now at the time of taking 

lunch, his old father Kiranshankarbabu takes 

his deceased grandpa’s seat. His father’s 

place is taken by Hemango himself, and tiny 

Jayanta takes Hemango’s place. Incidentally, 

in his childhood, Hemango never allowed 

anybody to occupy this favourite seat of his. 

But things have changed now. The old man 

is dead. And the past is well buried. Only his 

aged mother though very rarely on some 

festival days, gives herself over to 

recollection of the bygone days. 

 

For a couple of weeks, Hemango hasn’t 

been keeping well. He is down with high 

fever. It is Dipa who takes charge of the 

domestic affairs. She is a good mother. She 

does everything for Jayanta to grow up. 

Hemango doesn’t have to worry. He gets 

enough time to pursue Manik, Sandipan and 

Utpalkumar Basu – his favourite authors. 

Another facet of her personality which if 

Hemango would not have fallen ill would 

never have revealed itself, is that she is a 

good nurse with all the professional skill and 

efficiency. She has also proved beyond 

doubt that Goddess Durga is a Bengali 

mother. 

 

Hemango is on the way to recovery. He is 

seated on a chair on the porch. He looks at 

the blurred horizon. From here one can get a 

glimpse of tall trees, the azure sky with 

wisps of clouds floating in it. The tamarind 
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tree at the corner of their farmhouse looks 

like a lighthouse under the blue. 

“Do the clouds have any home?” murmurs 

Hemango to himself, “Who knows? Perhaps, 

Vyasdeva knew, did he do truly?” 

 

Hemango feels a shiver in his body. He 

wraps himself up with the fur- blanket. The 

old pomelo-tree on the other side of the 

road looks like an old man tired of struggles 

of life. Sometimes it looks like an enigmatic 

question. The dry leaves which cover the 

ground look like a thick carpet of greyish 

colour. The pomelo tree, full of flowers 

looks like an exclamation mark in the home 

yard Hemango’s naval root is buried under 

this tree. 

 

Hemango wakes up from the thread-cot and 

comes into the yard. The rainy morning has 

fully bloomed on the drenched pomelo tree. 

Hemango draws near the branches of the 

tree and tastes the washed barks of the 

tree. Hemango feels himself floating in a 

huge womb of a dark woman. 

 

Last night Hemango dreamt a strange 

dream. In his dream, he saw that some 

people shot a man dead. And they threw the 

dead body into a pond nearby. In the 

morning people were looking for the body. 

Suddenly they got it caught in a fishing-net. 

They brought the body on the bank. The 

corpse looked like a huge fish with a human 

face which had much similarity with 

Hemango’s. 

 

In his childhood, Hemango was very shy and 

timid. He never stood up spontaneously to 

respond to any questions, asked by his 

teachers in secondary school. One day a 

teacher taught them to translate the 

sentence —-aakasher rang nil. 

While going to bed, he asked 

-       “Why is the sky blue, Ma?” 

-       For the sky is blue. 

-       Why are flowers so beautiful? 

-       Because they are so. 

Hemango, not satisfied with her answers, 

tried to open his lips again. But she stopped 

him. 

“It’s time for sleep. No foolish questions any 

more. Close your eyes.” 

But the old questions continue to chase his 

feverish mind now. The calendar, hanging 

from a nail on the wall, is swaying to and fro 

in the evening breeze. 

 

A lonely star is twinkling. It looks like a 

shining dot on the sky. Stars seem very 

enigmatic to Hemango. From his very 

childhood, he has been obsessed with them. 

Nasser Ali, the old man who came from a 

village of the Murshidabad district to his 

Grandpa and was appointed to look after 

their cultivation, was a very wise man. He 

knew many things about stars and rivers and 

jungles. He had so many interesting stories 

to narrate about ghosts, fairies, kings and 

nawabs. Once he took Hemango to other 

bank of the Khari with a tiny boat which he 

managed to get from a village fisherman. 

“If I were not a fool, I would have leant 

solutions to all the riddles of the sky and the 

stars from him”. Hemango mutters. 
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Hemango waits silently for the pomelo tree, 

blooming into fairy tales. Existence is a fairy 

tale untold and un-smelt. Hemango is 

looking at his image in the mirror. A mirror 

often becomes a slaughterer. In the very 

moment he discovers in him the man whom 

he sees every day while going to office, his 

head being buried at the Samudragarh 

Railway Station and people throwing coins 

at him. Hemango can feel himself shivering 

now. A small lotora – bird is found sitting on 

a branch of the pomelo-tree visible through 

the window. Hemango writes down his 

dream of the last night on a white sheet of 

paper. And a story starts getting a formless 

form. It is a story of the pomelo tree which is 

standing on his naval-root. 

*** 

Rudra Kinshuk (Born 1971), a poet 

transcreator and critic has to his credit a 

number of publications in English, including 

Footprints on the Sands (1996), Portrait of a 

Dog as Buddha (1998), Marginal Tales of the 

Galloping Horses (2002), Meditations on 

Matricide (2012) and Fragrant Anchors 

(2013). His poems have been translated into 

French and German. A collection of his 

poems translated into French is in print with 

the title Ancres Odorantes (2013). 

 

‘SILVER LINING’ BY SHOBHANA 

KUMAR 
 

The party was almost drawing to a close. 

Empty champagne glasses carelessly 

arranged themselves along with discarded 

plates, crumpled paper napkins and used 

cutlery on the pale cream and gold satin 

table tops.  Glitters and balloons were 

scattered everywhere and Lalitha watched 

as some of the confetti stuck itself on 

sequined georgette sarees and dresses that 

friends and extended family of hers and 

Bala’s wore. Most of the guests had left and 

the gifts—wrapped ones and flower 

bouquets lay heaped in the corner of the 

large ballroom. The men looked happily 

drunk, their eyes twinkling with the kind of 

satiation that comes only when one is high 

on happiness or alcohol. 

Bala was engaged in animated conversation 

with his raucous bunch of friends. The 

smoke from their cigarettes circled itself 

over the bar counter and gently hovered 

around their heads. Bala looked at Lalitha 

and blew out a kiss. She smiled and walked 

to the nearest chair, slipped off her heeled 

slippers and signalled the waiter for some 

water. The evening had been very emotional 

for her. She had been on the verge of tears 

several times. 

 

Ananya and Sahana were smiling at the 

departing guests, glowing with compliments 

of how well they had put together a surprise 

silver anniversary party for their parents. 

Lalitha smiled— she couldn’t have asked for 

better children. They had been angels—the 

girls, and had grown into such special, warm 

people that everything that Lalitha had 

worked so hard for seemed worthwhile. 

Her eyes roamed the room and settled on 

Ranjith. Just then, he caught her eye and 

smiled. Ranjith—he was another person she 

was thankful for. Ranjith was her 

schoolmate and they were almost best 

friends. He was the closest Lalitha had for a 

brother. He had been there for her through 

her highs and lows. It was he who gave her 

suggestions on career moves and listened to 

her when she wanted to rant. They even 
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called each other soul siblings. Bala and 

Ranjith shared a warm rapport as well and 

Bala knew how much Lalitha trusted Ranjith. 

“So happy you could come today.” Lalitha 

said, as Ranjith walked toward her. 

“Wouldn’t miss my sister’s silver anniversary 

celebration for anything. I can imagine the 

fright you will look on your golden…” he 

couldn’t resist pulling her leg to make her 

laugh, as he settled himself in a chair next to 

her. 

“Won’t last till then,” she said. Her eyes 

clouded and she quickly turned away. 

“Think it must be the hormones. Can’t seem 

to even watch Tom and Jerry without crying 

these days.” 

 

An awkward pause followed. She wiped her 

eyes with a tissue on the table and smiled 

brightly. 

“What’s wrong?” Ranjith asked. 

“Why, nothing—told you, think I’m truly 

over the hill…”her voice trailed off and she 

began a trifle more vehemently, “All this, 

the celebration and the happiness is meant 

for truly made-for-each-other couples.  

That’s what makes it meaningful.” 

“What’s wrong with you?” Ranjith asked 

again, donning his admonishing hat. “You’ve 

crossed 25 years together, Lalitha. That is in 

itself a milestone. Worth celebrating.” 

He was treading dangerous ground.  In all 

the time he had known her; she had never 

cribbed or ranted about her married life. It 

struck him as strange. What could possibly 

be bothering her now? 

“Yeah, I suppose so. Worth the endurance, I 

think.” 

 

Some more guests were leaving. “Bless you 

both, darling” said Tara Aunty as he hobbled 

her way to Lalitha’s table.  She bent down, 

hugged Tara Aunty and guided her to the 

door. 

Ranjith was still at the table when she 

walked back. 

“I probably need a holiday,” she said. 

“Tell me what’s bothering you. Will call you 

in a couple of days when all this excitement 

settles down. And then, we can talk. Will you 

be okay?” he asked. 

“Of course I will… 

The girls came over to them and dragged 

Ranjith away for photographs. 

“I am okay.” I always have been, she 

thought. 

“I’ve been okay even though we haven’t 

gone out on a single vacation together, 

without the girls. Even when he chose to 

stay away from me when I was down almost 

every month from asthma attacks.  Even 

though he has never cared enough to find 

out how I was in my bleakest moments. I’ve 

been okay even if we have celebrated 

nothing about us. 

I was okay even when I first knew that he was 

out, having an affair when I was pregnant 

with Sahana… when I knew that something 

was not quite right, but couldn’t put a finger 

on it. 

When I knew he brought her home when I 

was still nursing my infant at my mother’s 

house; I knew, but didn’t dare do a thing 

about it. Because I suppose in my heart, I 

was too afraid to confront him. 



Maya, Judgement Night and other stories -New Asian Writing’s 3rd anthology of short stories 

www.new-asian-writing.com                                                                                                         128 | P a g e  

I was okay even when I almost had proof—

when he brought her home, to help with the 

cooking when I went back to work. I knew. 

There were traces of them on our bed; the 

many times he sneaked toward the kitchen 

when the cook was there evenwhen I was 

home; his soiled underwear at the oddest of 

times, his unexplained late nights and his 

own veiled confessions of spending the 

afternoon with his ‘keep’ (veiled and 

disguised as a joke, of course)… 

 

And of course, there was the cook—making 

up excuses about coming home when I was 

travelling—how she quit when we moved to 

our new home with Bala’s parents, because 

she wouldn’t feel comfortable there.The day 

she quit was the last I saw of her. The last 

day we spoke of her in the house. Even the 

children forgot after some time. 

 

Was it over? Is it over? I still don’t know. 

Because there are still unexplained 

absences, smells that I don’t usually 

associate with him…Coming to think of it, I 

knew for sure only when we moved into our 

new home. The final piece of the puzzle fell 

into place one afternoon as I was working. 

The Eagles were playing in the background 

and my mind kept going back to that point 

of discomfort, when I recalled something 

that I had missed. The proof that had eluded 

me all those years—his eyes. The Eagles 

were so right about lying eyes. 

 

It would have been so easy for me to walk 

away. I could have definitely raised the 

children on my own. But at that time, I was 

too scared—too scared because the children 

were too young; too scared because I still 

loved him; too scared because I didn’t want 

my worst fears to come true. 

 

But if someone heard my story, they would 

think that I was definitely losing it.  I couldn’t 

even bring myself to speak to my friends. 

Who would believe that a man like Bala 

could havean affair with a cook? An affair for 

a man like Bala, in itself seemed a remote 

possibility.  But even given the case that he 

did have one, would it not have been with 

some svelte, sexy secretary in tight fitting 

skirts? Only, svelte secretaries are the Mills 

and Boons kind. In our land, secretaries in 

small companies were and still are most 

often, very ordinary people. As are cooks.As 

are our men. 

 

Who would believe what I had come to learn? 

That sometimes, when men sought other 

women, it wasn’t for love. It was just to find 

another vent for their pleasure. And they 

played their cards well—not like the movies. 

In real life, there was rarely a maid who 

walked in and claimed right over the house, 

or the man. 

 

And as for the wife, nothing changed—she 

got the same respect, holidays with children, 

partook in the decision-making—nothing 

really changed except the way she felt. And 

hurt. 

How do you confront something like this? A 

story that you know is true but might sound 

ludicrous if shared? 

How do you confront a cook about her 

relationship with your husband? 
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How do you tell people when everyone 

around you talks of your marriage as the one 

that thrives on ‘the space of togetherness.’ 

When they speak of how you’ve done a 

great job of raising a wonderful family, but 

don’t know what you’ve had to give up for 

it? 

How do you confront a straying husband, 

when there are children to think about?” 

Lalitha looked at the girls. They had their 

arms around Bala and were busy posing for 

photographs. They had always wanted  a 

picture, just like Charlie’s Angels and they 

were persuading Bala to pose with them. He 

gave in, smiling indulgently at both of them. 

How could she have traded that security 

they have for a doubt playing in her head? 

And what if she had been wrong? That is the 

one thing that had stopped her—her own 

fear. Her own doubts. 

And, it really was never about proof. Proof 

doesn’t count when your heart has been 

ripped off its faith.  When you know that you 

don’t want to do anything about it. When 

you let sleeping dogs lie, you simply 

blindfold your eyes and walk, cry, live, 

love… all in the darkness of doubt, hurt and 

trying to cope with forgetting. 

Lalitha often thought of how she would be 

viewed in a feminist world. She would 

probably make a very bad case of women’s 

empowerment and its ideals. But mothers 

would understand; she consoled herself. 

She couldn’t possibly deny her girls a great 

father because he was not a great husband. 

A husband and a father are two very 

different things and don’t necessarily have 

to coexist. Twenty-five years had taught her 

that. 

“After all, this secret is with me. It’s mine 

alone. And all it has taken is endurance—

without qualms, fighting or washing our 

dirty linen.  The only pitfall of allowing your 

secret to die with you is carrying around a 

bleeding heart. And sad eyes. The bright side 

is that no one really looks past your eye. No 

one can diagnose a bleeding heart.” 

 

Persistent voices in the background— “Ma!! 

Dreaming? We’ve been calling out to you for 

the last five minutes!” 

Sahana and her exaggerations, thought 

Lalitha, shutting out the stream of thought 

and donning her everyday mask of 

happiness. 

 

Bala walked up and put his arm around 

Lalitha, “I am the happiest man in the world 

today. And I have only you to thank the Gods 

for.” 

Lalitha smiled and patted him. She had long 

since stopped looking for the man she had 

fallen in love with. 

 

“I am not saying this because I am drunk, 

Lallu. I mean every word of it. And you are 

the one I want for my wife as long as my 

soul is alive.” He cupped her face in his 

hands. She closed her eyes and tilted the 

side of her face on his hands and closed her 

eyes tight. That was the only way she could 

prevent the tears from falling. 

Ranjith smiled. Lalitha must be right about 

the hormones, he thought. There couldn’t 

possibly be a happier family. 

*** 

Glossary: 
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Saree — unstitched fabric of 5 yards, worn 

by women all over India, matched with a 

blouse in the same colours. 

Shobhana Kumar, 38, is a former student of 

Lawrence School, Lovedale, India and is a 

writer and a poet. Her first collection of 

poetry, ‘The Voices Never Stop’ was 

published by Writers Workshop, Kolkata. 

Her poems have also been featured in Kritya 

and Muse India, among others. She has also 

published four books of non-fiction—

Coimbatore, The Emerging Indian 

Cosmopolis (2009), SIMA—A Journey 

through 75 years (2010), Lakshmi, An 

Inspiring Legacy (2011) and An Event Called 

Life— Dr. P.C. Thomas in Conversation with 

Shobhana Kumar.She is currently working 

on her second poetry manuscript. 

 

 

 

‘BETROTHED’ BY JUANITA 

KAKOTY 
 

The flowery chiffon dress left a soft warm 

sensation every time it touched him. He 

pulled her close to him, his strong hands 

around her soft stomach, cheek against 

cheek, breathing in the sweet smell of her 

hair; of her perfume. Then twirling her 

around, as she turned to face him, he gave 

her a hug, whispered something in her ears 

and both of them laughed. Rishu loved the 

way Mandakini’s beautiful face glowed with 

affection every time they were together. He 

held her tightly; he wouldn’t want to let go 

of this woman ever. She brought so much 

beauty to people’s lives. 

As the Ali Farka Toure blues number playing 

loudly on the speakers gave way to a 

popular Hindi film song, the rest of the 

people took on the floor as well and 

followed Rishu and Mandakini’s moves. 

Those dancing as well as those watching 

were enjoying themselves. Pragya, sitting in 

one of the corners with the wife of 

somebody who was busy clicking pictures of 

the firang crowd, clapped her hands in 

rhythm, a smile perpetually on her face. 

“Come, dance!” someone called out to her 

in a high octave voice. She merely shook her 

head to indicate that she would shortly. She 

had been in Delhi for the last eight years, 

yet, she did not understand the city’s logic of 

night parties at someone’s house; flooded 

with people more than half of whom the 

host was not acquainted with. She looked 

around and saw that of about the fifty 

people present in the room, the host must 

know only about ten personally. The rest 

came along with the guests the host had 

invited. This wasn’t anything like the parties 

she was used to at home in Jorhat, a vibrant 

town in upper Assam. There, the parties 

began by five or six in the evening; it meant 

helping the hosts with the food in the 

kitchen, eating it by 8 – 9 p.m., singing songs 

and dancing the Bihu together and going 

back home not later than 10 p.m. Food was 

the stuff parties revolved around. But in 

Delhi, parties began after 10 p.m. and there’s 

no saying till what time they would last. And 

parties meant, mostly, meeting new people 

and flirting in the name of ‘networking’.  No 

one cared about the food. There is no lack in 

preparing or arranging the food. But people 

hardly ate. 

 

That day too, there was a lot of food in the 

house. Cheese from Europe collected by the 

host during one of his recent trips. Kebabs 

and chicken tikkas from Karim’s in Old Delhi 
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for snacks; chicken biryani home-delivered 

from one of the most popular places at 

Okhla in South Delhi; mutton rogan josh 

prepared in the authentic style by a Kashmiri 

friend; shahi paneer, dal makhni and 

paranthas cooked at home lay on the table 

invitingly. And chilled ‘phirni’ picked from 

Nizamudin for dessert. Everything was 

niche. After all, it was a South Delhi party at 

one of the most posh locations in one of 

India’s foremost TV journalists’ house. Yet 

everybody was busy dancing, drinking or 

smoking and the food was turning cold. 

 

Pragya was really hungry. She had eaten 

very less throughout the day. There was a 

lot of work at the office which left hardly 

any time for eating or to entertain any 

thoughts of having a sumptuous meal. She 

looked around her. Nobody seemed 

interested in eating. A firang woman, who 

was in her early forties but looked and acted 

like in late teens, was gyrating her flat belly 

to the Hindi film song ‘Munni badnam huyi 

darling tere liye’. There was a crowd around 

her, men mostly, and the Indians among 

them were furiously clicking away pictures 

of the attractive dancer. 

 

Just then Pragya overheard two women 

talking. One of them was perhaps an East 

European going by the accent. “Karen is just 

so strange! She likes to behave like an artist 

at times, and then all of a sudden there are 

days when she is this normal everyday girl!” 

The Indian, at least she ‘looked’ Indian 

though her accent made it difficult to place 

her identity, remarked, “Exactly. She is a 

fake. She wants to be cool like us artists, yet 

at the same time she aspires for a stable life! 

Hypocrite! Have you seen how she has put 

on weight of late? Good lord, she looks like 

this lump of fat vibrating when she dances. 

Eeeks!” 

 

Pragya sat restless in her seat. It was way 

past midnight, the food was turning cold on 

the table, and her stomach was now making 

weird embarrassing noises. Thank God for 

the blaring speakers for once! She quietly 

made her way to the table, bumping into 

Rishu on the way. He flew a kiss at her; she 

smiled a forlorn smile and inched towards 

the food. By the time she had eaten, 

relishing her platter, the party had almost 

deserted the dance floor and huddled 

together over some dope and analyses of 

how much truth was behind America’s claim 

to have ‘pooh-poohed’ Osama Bin Laden 

finally. 

 

Then some ate and some still didn’t. And it 

was time to go home. Rishu and Pragya got 

into their second-hand Maruti 800. Pragya 

was a little worried, like always when he was 

drunk, as Rishu got behind the wheels. 

“You know I love you,” said Rishu as he 

planted a sloppy kiss at the nape of her 

neck. She murmured a soft ‘yes’ and 

stretched her tired legs, thinking of when 

they would finally reach home. When both 

Rishu and Praya would go to their sides of 

the bed and fall dead asleep. 

*** 

Glossary: 

Firang- A local word for foreigners 

Bihu- Assamese dance 

Juanita Kakoty, 33 years old, is a freelance 

writer and journalist. She has written on the 

arts, cultures, travel, food, etc. for 
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publications like The Deccan Herald, The 

Thumb Print, India Today Woman, The 

Assam Tribune, etc. She is from Assam, a 

northeastern state of India, and holds an 

M.Phil. degree in Sociology from Jawaharlal 

Nehru University. Having taught at two 

Indian universities, she is now taking a break 

from academics and concentrating on 

feature stories and photo-documentation. 

Her published work is available at her blog 

juanitakakotywrites.blogspot.in 

 

 

‘THE TSUNAMI TRAGEDY’ BY 

MARTINE OLTHOF 
 

On 26th December, 2004, a huge tragedy hit 

South East Asia. At 07:58 local time Bangkok 

and Java) a Tsunami was registered with the 

epicenter 160 kilometers from the West of 

the Indonesian island Sumatra and a depth 

of 10 kilometers in the Indian ocean. It 

resulted in a gigantic wave with an altitude 

of over 10 meters in some places…  Life of 

thousands of families changed forever. Not 

only thousands of local people but also 

many tourists became victims. It was Boxing 

day for Christians. Many people were 

missing and later found dead, whereas some 

of them went missing. This is the story from 

Thong  Srivijit, a 21 year old student who was 

living on Phuket island during the Tsunami. 

 

‘I was on vacation in Europe when I looked 

at the TV and heard that the Tsunami has hit 

Indonesia. Later it came up on the news that 

the Tsunami had also hit Phuket where my 

home is,’ the 21 year old Thong, son of a 

British father and a Thai mother, explains 

with his eyes full of sadness. ‘That’s when 

we rushed to call home to find out if 

anything had happened to our house, our 

friends or anything. All my relatives were 

fine. Then, after a few more hours we saw 

some more news footage and we saw how 

bad it really was!’ Thong laughs nervously. 

He seems to be in that moment again with 

his thoughts. 

 

‘We changed our flights and went home 

earlier. From the plane you could see the 

destruction on Phuket.  At the airport we 

saw tourists, some without t-shirts trying to 

get flights. Families were trying to leave. The 

army and the police were everywhere, it was 

so crowded.’ His parents both work for a 

local TV station and had to go back to 

Phuket for their work. But at that time the 

thirteen-year-old Thong stayed at home 

alone during the daytime. One day he 

received a phone call. He got news about a 

family who was very close to them and 

stayed in Khao Lak, North of Phuket, during 

the Tsunami. Thong heard that the father 

and his three children, two boys and one girl, 

were missing. Only the mother was found 

and the authorities could confirm that she 

was alive. ‘We were shocked and I started to 

realise that before we left England we were 

making a decision to either meet up with 

them or go to England. I realised that if I had 

stayed then I would be in Phuket with them 

at my house where they would be safe. So I 

would be still safe in my house or I could 

have been with them in Khao Lak having a 

holiday as well and I could have been with 

them in Khao Lak and I could have been 

dead! I was thinking wow, it all depended on 

one decision and it was hard to accept for 

quite a while.’ Thong again seems to realise 

how much luck he has had. 
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Although his face looks sad you can also 

read some relief from his expression. He 

wanted to see with his own eyes how bad 

the destruction was, so whenever he had 

the chance he went outside. Because his 

parent had to report about the Tsunami he 

also went a few times with them because 

they did not want to leave him alone. ‘It was 

horrible, it was just one kilometer of flatness 

where there used to be hotels. Now there 

were broken trees and cars, everywhere… It 

was hard to see.’ He looks down. ‘The 

bodies were still there. If they found them, 

they just piled them up and moved them to 

some area. ‘First they couldn’t find the 

bodies of two people of the missing family. 

However, after a few weeks they found 

them. Because Thong’s parents were 

working and the mother was still in shock, 

Thong decided to identify the bodies. Even 

though he was only thirteen years old he 

went to the mortuary. He needed only two 

seconds to confirm that the persons were 

the friends of his family. ‘You could still 

recognize their faces. At that moment it was 

not that horrible because I already saw all 

the other dead bodies and it was different 

because I knew these people. I was not 

shocked but as soon as I got home and as I 

closed my eyes, the image appeared.’ 

 

Thong goes on to say, ‘My high school 

opened up on the 4th of January so the first 

thing we did was to gather all the people in 

our high school.’ Luckily none of the 

students of his school died, but one person 

lost his father. ‘There were four people who 

were caught in the Tsunami and survived. 

They saw the water going down and they 

ran away; they managed to escape. They 

were in the water and got out before 

anything happened.’ The school decided to 

help another school which was located near 

the beach. The students cleaned up this 

school which was a boarding school for 

children under ten year old. ‘People slept 

there, so we knew that some students might 

have been killed.’ Thong says. ‘So we’re 

picking up the blocks and, you know, picking 

up their books and their clothes. 

Unfortunately one of my friends found a 

foot. Underneath a pile of concrete, the foot 

was sticking out, so we called the adults to 

deal with it but it was hard for us to see 

that.’ Thong laughs a little because it was so 

bizarre. ‘It was hard to clean up a school we 

knew. After that, Phuket slowly started to 

rebuild itself, and cleaned up everything. 

Tourists started to slowly come back; it was 

hard for the economy. That time of the year 

is the best time for Phuket because the 

weather is good and the beaches and water 

are nice. There was still so much to clean on 

the beach. Every time you wanted to step 

into the water you just feel like there were 

dead people here one week ago. So the 

beaches were quiet, maybe some people 

were in the water. If you wanted to buy 

drinking water there was no bottled water 

available, but everything rebuilt really 

quickly; under a year it was back to how 

things used to be. Everything was back to 

normal and life was steady again. There 

were a lot of donations from around the 

world and people sent equipment to our 

area to help clean up.’ 

 

Recently Thong went to the cinema to 

watch the movie The Impossible, about a 

Spanish family who was hit by the Tsunami 

on the South coast of Thailand. It was 

realistic in his eyes . ‘It was really, really hard 

to watch it. I cried maybe four or five times,’ 

he says. ‘The movie was so scary, it was like 

a horror movie.’ Even after eight years 

Thong seems to find it difficult to be 

confronted with the Tsunami, but he tries to 

go every year to the ceremonies for the 



Maya, Judgement Night and other stories -New Asian Writing’s 3rd anthology of short stories 

www.new-asian-writing.com                                                                                                         134 | P a g e  

anniversary. ‘It is peaceful. You need a day 

to think about what happened. ‘ 

To guarantee his privacy, the name of the 

interviewee has been changed. 

With special thanks to Thong for his courage 

and cooperation to tell this tragic story. In 

respectful memory of all people who lost their 

lives during this phenomenal tragedy that we 

may never forget! 

*** 

Martine Olthof is 28 years old and was born 

and brought up in a small town in the East of 

the Netherlands. As a child her dream was to 

become a book writer. Writing nowadays 

still remains her biggest passion.  She’s been 

in Bangkok since October 2012 for pursuing 

minor Communication Arts at on an 

international  university. She writes a lot of 

essays, creative stories and also blogs about 

her life in Thailand and the Thai people and 

their culture.  Thailand has changed her life, 

she is a much happier person now and 

enjoys every single day in this country of the 

ever lasting smile! 

Martine has a strong sense of justice. With 

her stories, she hopes to make people aware 

of what’s going on in this country and the 

rest of the world to emotionally affect them 

and make a difference! 

Martine’s travel blog page: 

martineolthofwaarbenjij.nu (in Dutch) 

Martine’s lifestyle blog page: 

kattebelblog.wordpress.com (in Dutch) 

Martine’s website: 

olthofmartine.wix.com/mic (in Dutch) 

 

 

 

‘SILENT NIGHT’ BY VANDANA 

KUMARI JENA 
 

The Collectors Conference was over at last.  

As the valedictory session ended, she 

heaved a sigh of relief. It had been difficult 

for her to keep her eyes open during the 

closing session. She wondered if it was the 

enervating heat, or the richness of the lunch 

which was responsible for her near 

somnolent state. She remembered the lunch 

she had taken in the Shiv temple in Koraput. 

She had sat cross-legged on the floor with all 

her colleagues and protested mildly as 

ladleful of rice, dal,aloobaigantarkari, 

ghantatarkari, chutney, papad was served 

again and again, till she had wanted to curl 

up and sleep on the chatai itself.  Slowly, she 

walked out of the large hall where the 

Conference was being held. She smiled as 

she saw the cars lined up outside the 

portico. Many of the Collectors had planned 

to leave for their districts straight from the 

conference venue itself. She smiled as she 

saw Abhay’s wife, her one year old baby in 

her arms, frantically looking for him. Further 

away, Vineet’s wife, six months pregnant, 

was leaning by the car door, awaiting his 

arrival. For a moment, she felt something 

tug at her heart.  All her colleagues had 

someone waiting for their return but there 

was no one waiting for her. An emotion, 

somewhat akin to self pity began to engulf 

her. Then she shrugged her shoulders and 

smiled. Everyone knew that she was married 

to her job. She could not imagine being just 

a housewife like Abhay’s wife, with her life 

being just an eternal wait for her husband.  

She knew that if she juggled a job and 

household, she would be able to do justice 

to none. And in addition, she was a 

perfectionist.   She slid into her car and 

returned to the Circuit House as she needed 
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to rest. She had an eight hour drive before 

her the next day. 

 

When she arrived at the Circuit House, she 

slumped into an arm chair. But even the air 

conditioner in the room could not make her 

shed her listlessness. She decided to have a 

bath. “I must enjoy this old bath tub one last 

time,” she thought as she entered it and let 

the warm water soak into her and draw out 

every vestige of tiredness from within her. 

Feeling refreshed, she stepped out of the 

bath; her long hair coiled on top of her head, 

and vigorously rubbed herself with the over 

sized towel which hung on the rail. 

“The towel is meant for someone who is at 

least six feet two,” she laughed to herself, 

“someone like Abhay or Vineet and not for 

someone like me who is a diminutive 5 feet 2 

inches in height.” 

 

After her bath, she wore a cotton 

salwarkameez and suddenly the years rolled 

away from her. She looked and felt as 

though she was still in her teens. She looked 

at her watch. It was just seven pm.  But she 

knew that she was the lone occupant of the 

Circuit House. All her other batch mates had 

been housed in the PWD (Public Works 

Department) Guest house. She was the only 

privileged one in the Circuit House because 

she was a woman. This time she would have 

preferred company. Evenings could be very 

lonely.  No one knew that better than her. 

 

The lights went out suddenly and the room 

was plunged into darkness. “Power cut?’ she 

wondered, her eyebrows puckered.  “No,” 

she thought, shaking her head, “probably a 

fuse had blown.”  She remembered 

watching the T.V. News at the same time the 

last evening. She looked out of the window.  

She could see the street lights. Suddenly she 

felt an urge to feel the night air. “After my 

bath I don’t want to get soaked in this heat,” 

she thought as she picked up her flashlight,  

opened the door and walked out. 

 

The doorman saluted her smartly as she 

stepped out of the Circuit House gate and 

out into the street. She felt the wind blow 

onto her face.  The monsoon was about to 

break. And about time too, she thought. It 

had been so hot and humid during the day. 

She began to walk slowly along the road. 

The road was deserted except for a car 

parked at the far end of the road. The driver 

had put up its bonnet and had bent his head 

down. “Engine trouble,” she ruminated. She 

knew nothing about cars, she laughed to 

herself. She knew nothing about most 

things mechanical. She walked slowly on the 

road, and then her eyes became riveted on 

the driver. He was oblivious to her presence, 

so engrossed was he in sucking out petrol 

and filling it in a jerry can. Suddenly, he lifted 

his head. 

 

A sort of rage began to build within her. A 

rage that began as a constriction within her 

chest, and then began squeezing her 

ribcage. If she didn’t know it better she 

would have said that she was about to have 

a heart attack. She was scrupulously honest. 

Honesty was the badge she flashed around 

before everyone. She hated corruption. And 

yet her driver, her own driver Karan was 

pilfering petrol from her official car. The 

rage which was constricting her suddenly 

erupted. She knew what she had to do. 

“Karan, just wait till we return to the 

district,” she said, anger making her voice 
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rise. He looked at her for a long time. He was 

guilty and yet there was something bold and 

brash about him. He seemed almost insolent 

when he said, “I am sorry Madam.” He 

spoke the words as though they had no 

meaning and as though he was rendering 

the apology simply because under the 

circumstances, the form had to be 

maintained.  There was not even an iota of 

guilt on his face, she fumed although she 

knew that even a heartfelt apology would 

not have mollified her. 

“Come back to the Circuit House 

immediately,” she said and without waiting 

for a reply she began walking back. She 

could see the lights burning inside the Circuit 

House. “Thank God, the lights are back,” she 

thought, “it would have been difficult to 

pack in the dark.” 

Once she reached the Circuit House she 

ordered a quick dinner and rang up her 

subordinate in the  District  Collectorate. 

“I plan to suspend my driver,” she said 

tersely, “please have the order ready in the 

morning.”  “Sir, Madam,” spluttered the 

voice at the other end, “Please do not travel 

at night, it is already too late.” “I am not 

afraid of the dark,” she retorted. 

 

An hour later, she left for Koraput by road. 

The driver started the car and almost as a 

reflex action switched on the car stereo. Her 

favourite song, “AaBhiJaa…AaBhiJaa,”  by 

Lucky Ali  began playing. Normally, she 

enjoyed the music. But today she was in no 

mood for relaxation. “Stop it,” she shouted, 

and the driver turned around in surprise on 

hearing the rage in her voice. He switched 

off the music immediately. 

 

As she leaned against the backrest she 

realized that her back had begun to ache. 

She could feel sharp needles of pain 

stabbing her back. “Long hours of travelling 

by car on bumpy roads have taken toll,” the 

doctor had diagnosed when she had visited 

him. She shrugged her shoulders in 

resignation. It couldn’t be helped.  The 

doctor had advised bed rest but for her 

work came first. She opened the car window 

and saw the star studded sky. 

“The stars glitter like diamonds in a jewel 

case,” she thought and then smiled as she 

realized how prosaic her simile was. “I am 

no poetess,” she shrugged to herself, “I am 

a bureaucrat.”  She continued to look out of 

the window. She had never travelled on the 

ghat road in the dark. It was a different kind 

of experience. The moon seemed to glide 

across the sky.  The moonlight seemed to 

have wrought magic in the air. She felt the 

tension ease a little.  Suddenly the car came 

to a halt. “Madam torch hai?” Karan asked. 

She reluctantly handed him the flashlight 

she always carried with herself in 

anticipation of an emergency. 

“The car is too hot,” he said, coming back to 

the window, “I need some water for the 

car.” “Come on, didn’t you carry any?” she 

asked. ”You were in such a hurry Madam,” 

he said quietly, “I simply forgot.” 

 

Karan then picked up the empty jerry can 

and went in search of water. Where would 

he find water in the dark?’ she wondered. 

She had no idea at all. This was not a well 

traversed road. This was not her district 

either.  She had come here only to attend 

the Collector’s Conference. What madness 

had possessed her to undertake this journey 

at night? What madness indeed? 
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She recalled with dismay that the PWG had 

attacked a post near Raigarh, not far away 

from where she was stranded. Her junior 

colleague had warned her not to travel at 

night but she had not listened to him.  She 

never did listen to anyone. She was bold, 

confident, brash and headstrong. Now she 

added a new word to the list- “Foolhardy.” 

 

Suddenly the skies opened up. She looked 

up at the sky in surprise. She had never been 

able to get accustomed to the monsoon in 

Odisha. The lightning zigzagged crazily 

across the sky. The thunder rolled and 

rumbled loudly. Water began to gush out in 

torrents. She saw the rain splash hard 

against the windowpanes and splatter nosily 

on the car roof. Where there was silence a 

moment ago now there was mayhem. She 

shrugged to herself and then shivered 

slightly.  Earlier the monsoon to her had 

meant just a few showers of rain in July, 

which was over even before she found time 

to take out her synthetic sarees from her 

steel trunk. Suddenly, the downpour 

seemed threatening. The monsoon she had 

longed for had arrived with a vengeance:she 

thought as she saw a pair of eyes shining 

behind a bush. What sort of an animal was 

it? She thought with a shudder. A leopard? A 

bear? A wolf? She could feel the hair rise at 

the nape of her neck. She felt goose pimples 

all over. 

 

Then, at a distance, she saw someone 

walking towards the car. For the first time in 

her life she felt afraid, extremely vulnerable. 

She was not just an officer. She was also a 

woman. The words began to hammer in her 

mind. A young woman at that. And who 

knew better than her about the crimes 

against women? The one thing she longed 

for now was the warmth of her own bed and 

the security guard at the gate to ensure her 

safety and security. Why had she decided to 

return at night? She thought, cursing herself. 

To hell with the petrol.  Who bothered about 

the theft of a few litres of petrol? 

 

And then she saw him more clearly as he 

walked towards the car. Karan’s shirt was 

beginning to cling to his back. He looked at 

her and began to smile. She had never really 

noticed how wolfish his smile was.  Then he 

walked towards her side of the car. She saw 

the look in his eyes and knew what he 

wanted. She saw the muscles rippling 

beneath his chest.  Looking at him she 

guessed that his chest was rock hard. And 

then he opened, not the front door near the 

driver’s seat but the door next to hers. She 

stiffened in her seat, closed her eyes and 

started chanting mantras soundlessly. “If he 

dares to touch me,” she thought, “I shall kill 

him.” 

“What can I do?” she thought to herself, 

keenly aware of her own vulnerability. Could 

she resist a man who was over six feet tall? 

All he had to do was to pinion her down on 

the seat with one hand and take her. Her 

shouts would be of no avail for no one 

would hear her.  There was no one  on the 

road. And there were no vehicles nearby. 

 

Rape. It was only a word she had heard. 

Now she was going to be a victim. “Not if I 

can help it,” she thought to herself as he 

opened the door. “What do you want?” she 

shouted at him, her voice hoarse. “Nothing 

Madam,” he said, looking surprised at 

hearing her scream, “I want to take my 

towel and clothes which I have kept 

underneath the front seat.” So saying he 

dunked his head and brought out the shirt 
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and pant rolled in a towel and beneath a 

tree, his back towards her, he took off his 

shirt and began to dry himself with a towel. 

She noticed, to her surprise, that the rain 

had stopped.  In the moonlight night she 

saw his torso, with the muscles rippling, as 

he scrubbed it vigorously with a towel. She 

was unable to draw away her gaze from his 

body. At last she turned away, disgusted at 

her own behaviour. 

Minutes later, he was dressed and back in 

the car. This time when he switched on the 

stereo she said nothing. 

 

It was six am in the morning when they 

reached Ganjam. At ten o’clock she was back 

in office.  Her instructions to her subordinate 

had been carried out meticulously. The 

suspension order of Karan was inside a file 

marked, “Most urgent.” She looked at it for 

a minute. “This was what I wanted, wasn’t 

it?” she thought to herself. Just then Karan 

entered the room. “Madam,” he said, 

folding his hand and looking chastised, 

“Please give me one more chance. I have 

three small children to look after.” A minute 

later, the insolent grin was back on his face. 

 

She saw his receding back and suddenly felt 

very tired. This was not the first time he had 

done it, she knew and this would not be the 

last. But suddenly, she did not care anymore. 

For a moment she relived the nightmare of 

the night before when her imagination had 

taken wings and filled her with dread.  She 

was glad to be alive and safe.  She took out 

the suspension order and tore it to shreds. 

*** 

Glossary: 

AaBhiJaa-Lyrics of a song. 

Aloo Baigan tarkari-Potato  eggplant curry 

Chatai- mat 

Ganjam-district of Odisha 

Ghantatarkari- mixed vegetable preparation 

Ghat- a difficult passage over a mountain 

Koraput-district of Odisha 

PWG- People’s War Group.(An Extremist 

Group.) 

Raigarh-district of Odisha 

salwarkameez- an ethnic dress with salwar 

being  long pajama type trousers and 

kameez being a long shirt or tunic. 

Torch hai-? Do you have a torch? 
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‘THE PERPETUAL TRAVELLER’ BY 

YOSHAY LAMA LINDBLOM 
 

Vendors flocked on the shadowed train 

station of Santragachi near Howrah city. 

There might have been an orange orchard 

tucked in some corner of the district as the 

name suggests but with the thin film of heat 

shimmering above the concrete platform, it 

was hard to imagine. 

“Chai Gorom, chai gorom!” Vendors 

crowded the windows and the passages of 

the sleeper class. Some vendors thrust tea in 

small rounded kulhars through the window, 

some offered jhalmoori puffed rice mixed 

with raw onions, chili and spices, and some 

tried to entice the passengers with fried 

potatoes, and curried chick peas.  No matter 

how sweltering the plains of Bengal become 

before the advent of rains, tea still remains a 

favourite drink among the majority of the  

passengers. I fished out a twenty rupee note 

and bought myself some tea, some 

jhaalmoori, and a good portion of spicy 

potatoes. The train slowly slid off the station 

as I gorged on the spicy snacks and sipped 

hot tea. 

 

After some time the train broke into an 

interminable speed; the trees and green rice 

fields outside blending with the blue sky into 

a dull yellow haze. I threw the oil stained 

piece of newspaper that had served as my 

plate and the empty kulhar out of the 

window. The paper flew away in the wind 

while the cup dropped on the pebbles and 

crashed to pieces. 

 

Most of the passengers had alighted at 

Santragachi and as the train rolled forward I 

realised that not a single person had climbed 

on to the compartment that I was in. At one 

point I went to the toilet and noticed that 

the rest of the coach was empty. A feeling of 

unease unsettled me as I scrambled through 

the length of the coach in search of other 

fellow travellers. This was highly unlikely I 

thought. An empty train is unusual because 

people are perpetually on the move and 

trains in any corner of India, for that matter, 

never run empty. A train journey in India by 

second class, a sleeper class or a third class 

is synonymous with crammed spaces, 

sometimes stuffed to the point of people 

sitting on the aisles with their noses stuck 

right up to the toilet door. 

 

To my surprise, the whole coach seemed to 

be totally devoid of passengers. As I made 

my way back to my seat, I saw a crow 

perched on the berth of an empty 

compartment to my second surprise. Its 

beady eyes twinkled as it looked straight up 

at me. Perplexed by the presence of the 

crow inside a moving train I stood still not 

knowing what move to take next. It flapped 

its wings once and croaked. Then it hopped 

on to the window ledge, pressed itself 

through the horizontal iron bars and 

disappeared. I returned to my compartment 

dazed and shaken by the bizarre scene that I 

had just witnessed. 

 

To my relief I saw that I was not alone 

anymore. A man sat on the berth opposite 

mine reading a newspaper. He did not 

acknowledge my presence as he did not 

raise his eyes from the newspaper.  Dark 

wavy hair, curling at his shoulders and high 

forehead were two discernible features I 

could perceive in one sweeping look. The 

rest of his face was hidden behind thick horn 
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rimmed glasses and unkempt moustache 

that merged into an equally unkempt beard. 

Relieved about not having to travel alone, I 

settled back into my seat and resumed 

reading my book. 

The train sped ahead with increased 

momentum rocking the two of us like a pair 

of rolling dice. Outside, the sunny sky wore a 

canopy of dark grey clouds, suddenly giving 

way to a heavy shower of rain.  Trying to 

read was futile as midday grew as dark as 

twilight and rain drops flew in through the 

open window splattering on my bare arms. 

The train shook with such frenzy that for a 

moment I was afraid that the brakes may 

have failed.  My fellow passenger had curled 

up and was now asleep. After about half an 

hour, the train finally slowed down and 

came to a halt at Padmapukur station. The 

station and the surroundings once again, 

looked more like a disheveled little hamlet 

with no lotus pond anywhere in sight as the 

name suggested. The platform was 

completely devoid of any human habitation. 

Apart from the sound of the pattering rain, 

silence descended once the train creaked to 

a complete stop. 

 

A solitary crow sat atop the concrete slab 

that stood erect displaying the name of the 

station in English and Bengali. Its eyes found 

me at once and I froze under its intense 

black gaze. Then just as it had done before, 

it flapped its wings once and let out a 

grating metallic croak.  Feeling relieved once 

the train chugged back into life picking up 

speed, I craned my neck towards the 

direction of the platform to find the crow 

still perched on the concrete slab. Its gaze, 

fixed towards the direction of the train. 

 

As the train picked up momentum I could 

not shake the thought that there was 

something queer about this train journey, 

but I couldn’t point a finger at what exactly 

it was. Darkness outside grew more 

prominent and the tube lights in the train 

flickered alive casting the compartment in a 

familiar clinical glow. My fellow passenger 

stirred and sat up slowly stretching his arms 

and legs. I bent down to pick his newspaper 

that had fallen on the floor. He reached for it 

at the same time. The ice was broken. 

“It’s alright, I’ve got it.” He said smiling at 

me as he picked up the paper. 

 

I smiled back catching a glimpse of his face 

again. He had taken off his glasses and 

without the pair of those sombre looking 

spectacles; he had a rather amicable face. 

The kind that lights up with a smile. He must 

have been much younger than he looked. I 

got a feeling that he was one of those who 

liked to look more mature than they really 

are. Then, without the formality of an 

introduction and with the general affinity 

that one traveller shares with another, we 

set off into a casual conversation. 

 

“Your destination?” I asked. 

“Shalimar. Yours?” He asked back wiping his 

glasses with the border of his kurta. I had 

never been to Shalimar. But I said “Ah! 

Shalimar,” with the tone of someone very 

familiar with the place. He smiled back 

nodding his head. 

“I am going to Baltikuri.” I mentioned as a 

response to his question. Pushing his 

spectacles with his index finger he said “Oh 

Baltikuri? Do you have someone living 

there?” 
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“No no, I am going there on an assignment. I 

am a writer and I am going there to do 

research on my book” I claimed 

emphatically. 

“I see. So you are a writer. How nice! How I 

wish I could say the same for myself. I could 

spend my entire life reading and writing if 

only, if only I didn’t have to support my aged 

parents. The job at the post office in Howrah 

is alright but it is uninteresting and 

monotonous and my salary is very low. I 

manage to keep my head just above the 

water with the amount I earn.” 

 

He sounded disheartened and I thought I 

saw a dark shadow sweep across his face, as 

if the tubelight illuminating his face had 

been shadowed by a giant moth or 

something. I looked up and saw nothing 

there. 

“But I have a library card and I borrow a lot 

of books. Sometimes three at at time!” He 

said with a smile. Struck by the young man’s 

openness my heart grew warm towards him 

at once. I wished I could make things better 

for him and while I held on to the thought, I 

had an idea. If he was willing, I could pay him 

a little amount to accompany me to 

Baltikurias my assistant. 

“I am a struggling writer myself,” I said 

slowly. “I have a few stories published here 

and there in newspapers and periodicals, 

nothing more. However, I come from an 

affluent family and it is my father and 

brother who finance my writing stints. 

Without their support my writing career 

would have been reduced to ashes by now.” 

 

I began to put my proposition forward for a 

want of companion during my research trip 

but, realising how desperate it might sound, 

I drew the reins on myself. I was surprised at 

myself. I was forty one years of age and I 

had not met a man yet, who had been 

capable of helping me fine-tune my senses 

into the direction of a romantic alliance until 

that moment. Something was so generously 

endearing about him that it filled me with a 

desire of a companion to have and to keep. 

Dispelling the awkward silence again, I 

quickly asked. “Are you visiting your parents 

in Shalimar then?” 

 

He shook his head vigorously. “Naa. A 

friend, I’m visiting a childhood friend” he 

answered my questioned but he didn’t seem 

too excited by the prospect of meeting his 

friend. 

 

“Oh I see. This friend of yours, what does he, 

she do?” I asked with a certain degree of 

curiosity. I was keen to know more about 

this man, and a plan had already begun to 

germinate in my mind. One that would 

create an opportunity for me to meet him 

again in the future, which in turn, would 

guarantee a chance for me to get to know 

him better. Howrah post office was very 

easy to find. 

“I go to visit him when I can. He is an 

electrician in Shalimar and runs a small shop 

with electrical appliances. His wife, he and I, 

we were the best of friends when we were 

growing up.” He said with some enthusiasm 

but at the mention of the wife, his brows 

wrinkled and he had clasped his hands 

together so hard that the knuckles had all 

turned white. He bit his lips and looked out 

of the window. I did not probe further. I 

understood at once, with a sorrowful pang 

in my heart, that there had been a love 
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interest which he had probably lost due to 

unavoidable circumstances. Perhaps I could 

help him heal, I could help him forget I 

thought, my desire to strike an attachment 

with this man growing stronger. With an 

attempt to bring him back into casual 

conversation, I asked his name. 

“Tapas, Tapas Ghatak” He said quietly still 

looking out of the window. He seemed to 

have plunged into a brooding mood and 

sadly enough I didn’t find the opportunity to 

say my name because he didn’t ask and I 

found it awkward to keep nudging him with 

my eagerness for a conversation. I lost the 

thread of conversation and knowing that it 

was best to keep quiet, I did so. The train 

had slowed down again. Shalimar station 

was still a few kilometers away and usually 

trains only stopped unannounced in the 

middle of nowhere if another train was 

coming from the opposite direction, or if it 

was time to change tracks. It was too early 

for the change tracks I reckoned, for it 

wasn’t a long time ago that the train had left 

Santragachi junction. After sometime, he 

started growing slightly restless as he 

glanced at this wrist watch repeatedly. Once 

again, I tried to veer him back into 

conversation but he only started to pace the 

compartment and peer out into the 

expanding darkness appearing less and less 

interested in conversing with me. I, on the 

other hand grew slightly indignant at his 

sudden indifference and blamed the middle-

aged dry look I had begun to carry about 

myself. I chided myself for having let my 

imagination fleet over that uncharted 

territory of love on wheels for a second. I 

grew certain then, that I had been alone too 

long with very slim chances of meeting 

anybody who could see me in that particular 

fashion. 

 

“I’m going to see what is holding the train,” 

he said suddenly but before I had uttered 

anything about the perilous nature of the 

dark moonless night outside, such as the 

one that we were facing, he had climbed 

down the train and had vanished in the 

obscure drizzle of rain. I decided to stay 

inside as the grimy ground outside didn’t 

seem inviting at all. The tube light flickered 

repeatedly and died leaving me alone in a 

dark. A horrible feeling of discomfort began 

to spread inside me. I crawled in the corner 

of my seat, hugged my knees to my chest 

and rested my head on them trying to think 

of the brighter moments in my life. The 

strange thing was that I could not recall a 

single bright moment and yet I had been 

sure that my life was filled with more light 

than gloom. 

 

Strange shadows started to crawl from all 

the crannies in my head into my heart 

clasping the shuddering muscle within its 

vise-like grip. The weight of the darkness 

around me pressed into me almost 

smothering me. Then with a sudden jolt of 

energy, its origin still unknown to me, I 

bolted out of the compartment and out of 

the train in a matter of few seconds. 

 

My travelling companion had not come back 

and trembling with both fear and a cold 

rainy night I stood outside the train. I 

strained my eyes in the dark wishing to spot 

him or the TTE. I peered into the  despicable 

haze that the  monsoon drizzle had cast all 

around, and as my vision started getting 

accustomed to the dark, not too far from 

where I stood I saw dark human forms 

smudged out of shape in the fog. They were 

clustered together beside the train tracks. I 

moved closer to the shadows and upon 
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coming closer, I saw the TTE and three more 

men circling something that lay on the 

ground. Upon moving closer, I noticed that 

the men bore uniform of the railway staff. I 

peered towards the object lay in the centre 

and to my horror, realised that they were 

standing around a body. 

 

I have always harboured a ferocious fear of 

corpses of all kinds. When I was ten I had the 

misfortune of witnessing the death of a dear 

friend. We were playing on the banks of 

Babu Ghat near Eden Gardens when our 

parents were busy buying things essential 

for Durga Puja. She said that she had the 

power to walk over water. I didn’t believe 

her and to prove me wrong, she started 

wading into the water until it was too late to 

turn back. Her head bobbed up and down in 

the water and her arms flailed in the air but I 

only stood there transfixed too frightened 

to jump into the water to save her. The 

bustling crowd was too busy to notice her 

splashing in water and a few minutes later, 

she disappeared under the water. I ran for 

help but it was too late. They couldn’t find 

the body and I was tormented by horrible 

dreams of her body being ravaged by meat 

eating fishes in the river. I accompanied the 

search team every day, until after two days 

they dragged her lifeless body out of 

another ghat further down the river. She 

had turned blue and had bloated beyond 

recognition. 

 

Ever since then I have been wildly terrified 

by the sight of a dead body of any kind. 

Given to the open display of the dead in 

India as they make their final journey to the 

crematory ghat, my encounter with funeral 

corteges bearing withered grey corpses on 

their shoulders have been too many. The 

night thereafter being filled with ghoulish 

nightmares where the dead have risen from 

their burning pyres and walked towards 

where I stood with my feet rooted firmly in 

the marshy edge of Babu ghat. There I was, 

just inches away from a hideous sight. The 

body that lay in the centre was no ordinary 

corpse, for I could see the way the feet were 

twisted at odd angles and the black pool of 

blood that had begun to grow steadily on 

the ground around the lifeless form. The 

thought of seeing a body that had been torn 

asunder by the wheels of the train jarred my 

nerves and I retched violently. I wanted so 

much to run away from the scene, but my 

feet refuted so I stood there petrified like a 

block of ice. From where I stood I saw the 

men covering the body by a white sheet but 

in no time at all, a dark patch of blood had 

already begun to spread and soak the sheet. 

Waves of nausea rose again and hit the roof 

of my throat threatening to erupt any 

moment. I tried to shut my eyes but failed 

miserably. For some reason, my eyes 

remained wide open and like a magnet 

drawn to its opposite pole, it darted towards 

the body of its own accord as the men 

carried it towards the train. In that partial 

darkness I noticed that one of the leather 

sandals had slipped off  while the other was 

intact. The naked foot was caked with mud 

and lifeless hands with dark long bony 

fingers dangled out from the further end of 

the sheet. As I watched helplessly, 

something slipped and fell from under the 

shrouded body. It was a newspaper rolled 

into a cylindrical shape. My hands trembled 

and my head reeled as I unrolled it, squinting 

my eyes to adjust my vision to see what the 

paper held. In one of its folds I saw a picture 

that sucked the breath right out of me. I lost 

balance and fell back but before I hit the 

ground, I woke up into a crowded train 

compartment with four curious faces 
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peering into mine while the wheels rattled 

on the track underneath my feet. 

 

With great trepidation and confusion I 

looked around to see a compartment full of 

passengers, some dozing, some engaged in 

childish banter, some reading and some 

simply staring out of the window. Broad 

daylight poured in from outside and there 

was no sign of rain. The four faces gradually 

receded back into their seats once I woke 

up, but they continued to throw 

surreptitious glances at me. I noticed that I 

held a newspaper in my hand and I brought 

it within a reading range to peruse it.  My 

mouth suddenly felt dry and a burning 

sensation travelled the breadth of my chest 

as I laid my eyes upon a black and white 

photograph that gazed back at me in a 

serious expression. I remembered as I read 

the piece of news. 

Monday 12th June 

The body of Tapas Ghatak, aged 29 was found 

at the Padmapukur train station this morning. 

Autopsy report says that Ghatak had 

consumed a considerable amount of arum 

berries before he went and lay on the train 

tracks. A photograph below bearing his name 

and birth date was recovered from his wallet. 

The body has not been claimed by any 

member of his family yet, as the police have 

not been able to locate his family. The police 

officials however hope that some relative may 

come to claim his body and give it a proper 

cremation. Death by suicide is on the rise once 

again in Bengal. Nine out of twelve deaths 

have been ruled as suicide in the past one 

month. 

 

It was the 13th of June that day, precisely 

one day after Tapas had committed suicide. 

He had already been dead when he had sat 

across me. He had already passed away 

when I had struck a conversation with him, 

yet he seemed so real. He was dead but alive 

in some uncanny way. Nothing about him 

gave way to the truth that he might be far 

removed from the living world. Not a single 

thing about the man who sat opposite had 

struck me as anything odd or bizarre about 

him except that he looked much more 

matured with those glasses. But then I 

reminded myself some people do look much 

older than they really are. One may put the 

blame on the genes or a stressful life. 

 

Perhaps that is how it is, I thought. Perhaps 

one goes on living entirely oblivious of the 

fact that one has passed away; and that, one 

haphazard person in a million sees you 

anyway, and takes you for the living. 

Perhaps we are surrounded by the dead 

more than by the living. We may take it for 

granted that all those faces in the throng 

may be living breathing persons like 

ourselves but we may have been wrong all 

along. I suddenly grew weary, my limbs 

throbbed and so did myhead. I longed to 

reach the end of my journey; a journey that 

was supposed to be a short and insignificant 

one but had turned out to be a long and a 

perplexing one. 

 

The train slowed at Shalimar station and I 

had to board another train to Baltikuri. I 

gathered my bag from under my seat and 

climbed down. Shalimar station was 

crawling with people – vendors hollering, 

passengers alighting the train, passengers 

boarding the train, porters balancing a 

mountain of luggages on their heads. My 

train was due in half an hour so I sat on a 

bench  lost in the rush of lives hurrying by. 
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Just then, in the midst of all the 

pandemonium at the train station, I saw it. It 

flew into the station and sat on a vendor’s 

trolley, right in front of me. The black orb of 

eyes piercing into me. Petrified, I stared back 

at the crow and as it turned its head towards 

the train leaving the platform, my gaze 

followed it. A man sat beside the window of 

the coach in front of me. The train slowly 

pulled out of the station and with a cold pill 

of fear bursting in my stomach, I saw the 

same tangle of hair nestled on those 

shoulders, the same black horn-rimmed 

glasses, the same unkempt beard. I saw the 

very same man who glared back from the 

black and white photograph of the 

newspaper. Tapas Ghatak, aged 29 who had 

untimely squeezed his life out of himself. 

The train pulled out of the station with him 

sitting by the window gazing intently at me. 

Santragachi Express was headed back to 

Howrah city. A melancholic pound propelled 

my heart as I stood gazing at the 

disappearing rear of the train and gradually, 

I understood. I understood that Tapas 

Ghatak was forevermore bound towards a 

destination he would never really reach. 

Glossary: 

Kulhar – Handle-less terracotta cup that is 

unpainted, unglazed and eco-friendly. 

Chai gorom – Hot tea 

Jhaalmoori – Puffed rice mixed with diced 

onions, diced green chili, boiled pulses and 

peanuts with a dash of lemon and salt 

Santragachi Express – Railway express 

serving South eastern Railway zone. 

Shalimar – One of the intercity railway 

stations location in the Shibhpur area of 

Howrah. 

Padmapukur – A small railway station named 

after the lotus pond that falls in the route of 

Santragachi Express to Khidirpur railway 

junction. 

Baltikuri – A junction in Kharagpur outside 

Kolkata 

Ghat –A flight of stairs leading down to a 

body of water used for bathing, praying 

rituals and cremation purposes 

Naa – No in Bengali 

Durga Puja – A Hindu festival celebrated 

with great pomp and show particularly in 

West Bengal, India. This six day ceremony 

celebrates the worship Goddess Durga, the 

goddess of strength and courage. 
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‘THE SHORT SWEET LIFE OF 

NAMELESS’ BY ROLLY JUDE 

ORTEGA 
The childless couple did not name her, first 

because she was a dog and second because 

they didn’t own her. Nameless was just a 

tolerated scavenger, a pitied-upon beggar, 

an overstaying visitor, but never an adopted 

pet. All the same, she became more than 

just a visitor or pet for the couple. 

 

When the husband first saw Nameless, he 

shooed her right away. The emaciated dog 

moved back, slightly limping. The husband 

felt pity for her, but he could not let her 

roam near the hut because the wife was 

afraid of dogs. When Nameless stopped on 

her track and looked back, the man threw a 

stone at her. She ran away whimpering. 

 

The husband left for work. He hired himself 

out to other people because he never had 

enough money to have a farm of his own. 

The wife worked with him, but on that day, 

she was left at home because she was 

feeling under the weather. 

 

The wife was a devotee of the Virgin Mary. 

She had two portraits and three statuettes 

of the Virgin in her altar, near the front door. 

She prayed the rosary every six in the 

afternoon, hoping that by doing this, the 

mother of Jesus would have mercy on her 

and bless her with a child. 

 

If the wife had an additional plea, she would 

offer another rosary at another time of the 

day. At about ten in the morning, she knelt 

down in front of the altar and prayed for her 

immediate recovery from the fever. She was 

on the fourth sorrowful mystery, the 

Carrying of the Cross, when she heard a 

scratching sound. 

 

She finished the Hail Mary she was reciting 

and listened. The sound was coming from 

the kitchen, accompanied by a whine. The 

wife felt cold, and the hair on her nape 

stood on end. She clutched the rosary beads 

tighter and continued praying, uttering the 

words louder. To her horror, whatever was 

causing the eerie sound did not seem 

deterred by the exorcizing power of the holy 

rosary. 

 

The wife mustered all her courage and went 

to the kitchen. She assured herself that it 

couldn’t be an evil spirit because it was too 

early for creatures of darkness to come out. 

She gasped when she found a dog. It might 

as well be an evil spirit. She was scared of 

dogs. When she was still unmarried, a puppy 

nearly tore the thumb off her hand. 

Nameless was outside the kitchen, but the 

wife could see her because the walls were 

made of bamboo slats spaced half an inch 

apart. Nameless was trying to reach a piece 

of fried fish that had fallen on the earthen 

floor. She was wiggling her tongue in vain 

between two slats, and her teeth and nails 

were causing the grating sound. 

 

The wife shouted at Nameless to go away, 

but her words had no effect on the dog. 

Nameless even started to gnaw at the 

bamboo slats. The wife took a piece of 

firewood from the hearth and threw it on 

the wall. The dog yelped and left. 
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The wife wanted to make sure the dog was 

gone. She peeped through the wall, and 

found out that Nameless had merely 

retreated several meters away from the hut 

and was watching the kitchen. The wife 

whimpered in frustration, but as she 

observed Nameless, she became less 

frightened of and more concerned for the 

dog. 

 

The dog was most likely a nursing mother. 

Her hind teats were swollen pink, the 

nipples dark brown and shriveled. The wife 

wondered how the pups could survive; their 

mother seemed to have not eaten anything 

for days, weeks even. 

 

The childless woman decided to give the 

dried fish to the dog. She pushed the door 

slightly ajar and threw the chunk outside. 

She then locked the door and peered 

through the wall. Nameless was staring at 

the offering on the ground, but she did not 

run for it. She walked left and right in an arc; 

if the food were in a fully open space, she 

might have circled it. The wife called for the 

dog to come near, but upon hearing human 

voice, the dog jumped back. 

“I won’t hurt you,” the wife said. 

Nameless remained distrustful, not 

advancing. 

The wife felt tired, so she went back to the 

altar. When she was finished praying the 

rosary, she checked the animal. The 

scavenger was gone, along with the chunk 

of dried fish. 

 

A few days later, the wife saw the dog again. 

Her fever was gone, but the husband and 

she had stayed home because it was Sunday, 

a day for going to church and resting. They 

were having lunch when they caught a 

glimpse of golden fur at the back door. 

“That dog again,” the husband said with 

annoyance. 

“I know that dog,” the wife said. She then 

told the husband about the scratching 

sound and the chunk of dried fish. She 

added, “Give her our leftover later.” 

“No,” he said. “We’ll give it to the chickens.” 

“We have enough corn for the chickens,” 

she said. “Let the dog have some rice. She’s 

pitiful, so skinny. Her pups must be 

starving.” 

“All right,” the husband said, shrugging. 

 

After eating, the husband placed some 

leftover in an empty coconut shell and 

whistled. Nameless appeared, seemingly out 

of nowhere, wagging its tail and staring up 

at the bowl the husband was holding. 

However, Nameless kept some distance 

between her and the man. When he came 

nearer to her, she backed off. 

“She’s terrified of people,” said the wife, 

who was watching at the window. “Her 

masters do not treat her well probably.” 

 

The husband put the coconut bowl down on 

the ground and walked back to the hut. 

Nameless still did not come near the food, 

her rheumy eyes watching the man warily. 

 

The couple retreated into the hut, out of the 

dog’s sight. After half a minute or so, they 

peeked outside. Nameless was gobbling the 
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food, and when she noticed that the couple 

was observing her, she ran away even if 

there was still some rice left in the makeshift 

bowl. 

“Whose dog could she be?” the husband 

said. “Those irresponsible owners. If they 

can’t take care of their pet, why keep one?” 

“She must be homeless,” the wife said. 

“No. She has a home somewhere. If she’s 

abandoned, she wouldn’t have lasted long. 

The drunkards at the center of the village 

would have butchered and eaten her by 

now.” 

 

Nameless kept on coming back to the hut. 

Whenever the couple was around, the 

husband would give her table scraps. Even 

the wife was eventually feeding her. 

Because the wife didn’t want dogs to get 

near her and the dog didn’t want to get near 

people, the two got along fine. 

The wife noticed one day that Nameless’s 

teats had shrunk back to normal. “She must 

have weaned her pups,” the wife told the 

husband. “And I see her more often. Maybe 

she stays here all day, guarding our house.” 

“I won’t give her much credit,” the husband 

said. “She comes here for breakfast, and she 

probably leaves as soon as we’re gone.” 

The wife sighed. “I think you’re right. You 

can’t expect loyalty from a stray dog.” 

When the couple returned from work that 

day, they found their neighbor waiting for 

them. She was fuming. “Your dog bit my 

husband!” she told the couple. 

The husband and wife were taken aback. 

“What dog?” the wife asked. “We don’t 

have a dog.” 

“You don’t have a dog?” the woman said in a 

sarcastic tone. “What do you call that mangy 

thing loitering around your house?” 

The couple looked at each other, glad to 

discover that Nameless was guarding the 

hut. 

“Now don’t deny it,” the neighbor said. 

“You own that dog, and you have to give us 

money. The dog looks unclean. My husband 

has to get antirabies shots.” 

“I’ve told you,” the wife said, “it’s not our 

dog.” 

“Then why was it sleeping at the back of 

your house, under the chickens’ nests?” 

“And why was your husband at the back of 

our house?” the husband said. 

The neighbour’s face flushed. 

“Know what,” the husband added, “our 

eggs have been missing lately.” 

“Now you’re accusing my husband of 

stealing eggs from you? Don’t evade the 

issue. Your dog bit my husband in the calf, 

and you have to pay. That’s what we should 

talk about here.” 

“Please,” the wife said. “We don’t have to 

fight. I’m sorry for what happened to your 

husband, but the dog you must be referring 

to is really not ours. It’s a stray dog. It goes 

everywhere it wants to. If you need money 

for the shots, you may look for the dog’s 

owners. They probably live in the center of 

the village.” 

“No,” the neighbour said. “The dog 

attacked my husband in your yard. You are 

responsible. I want the money today. My 

husband is going to the city early tomorrow. 

He has to see a doctor.” 
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“Why do you keep on harping about 

money?” the husband said. “Your husband 

need not see a doctor. The village healer 

charges only a small amount. He can cure 

even snakebites. Dog bites are nothing to 

him.” 

The neighbour raised her chin. “We’re not 

done yet,” she said. “I’ll report you to the 

village council.” She marched back to her 

house. 

 

The couple shook their heads. 

“I hope nothing bad happens to her 

husband,” the man said. “But he had no 

business poking around in our yard while 

we’re away. That dog did the right thing.” 

“Dear,” the woman said, “do not speak or 

think ill of our neighbors. Let’s leave 

everything to Mary.” 

The neighbour didn’t push through with her 

threat, and nothing bad happened to either 

dog or bitten man. The couple grew fonder 

of Nameless, and they continued feeding her 

every morning. One dusk, as they were 

coming home from work, they found her 

waiting for them by the front door. She was 

wagging her tail and whining softly. 

“She loves us!” the wife exclaimed. 

The husband tried to pat Nameless on the 

head, but she ducked and retreated a few 

steps. The husband chuckled. “Doesn’t want 

to be touched, eh? Your golden fur’s too 

precious for my dirty hands?” 

“Her heart needs to be healed,” the wife 

said. “We will help her. She will trust people 

again and let you touch her.” 

 

The dog never let the husband—or anyone, 

for that matter—touch her. But she became 

loyal to the couple, guarding the hut 

whenever they were off to work and 

eventually even at night. She recognized 

them as her new masters, but because the 

couple knew they had no rightful ownership 

over the dog, they did not let themselves 

become too attached to her. They did not 

give her any name, and the husband 

stopped trying to pet her. 

 

Asking around, the couple found out that a 

grouchy family owned the dog. They raised 

dogs not as pets but for their meat. When 

they were supposed to butcher Nameless, 

she was able to get away, though not before 

taking a heavy blow on the skull. They ran 

after her, but Nameless, bleeding and 

woozy, was able to lose her trackers in the 

woods. 

 

When Nameless reappeared in the center of 

the village, she had transformed into a 

cunning thief. Whenever she found an open 

back door, she would raid the kitchen. 

Homeowners would just find their pots open 

and the food inside spoiled and half-eaten. 

She would always be present in gatherings, 

rushing to anything that fell off the table, 

ramming her competitors aside or sinking 

her teeth into their shoulders. She had 

become so adept at stealing that she came 

to be known as Takaban, the vernacular 

term for “food thief.” Among the people the 

couple talked to, no one could remember 

the original name of the dog. 

 

Nameless stayed almost round the clock in 

the couple’s hut. With regular meals, she 

became healthy. Taut muscles formed 
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beneath her skin, her fur became shiny, and 

her eyes became clear. 

 

When the couple started to see her less 

often, they became worried. They wondered 

if they had done something wrong, or if 

Nameless had found a new, better home. 

They realized what was going on when 

Nameless started to grow unusually big. Her 

cheeks became puffy and the length of her 

body became rounded. 

“She’s having babies!” the wife said, excited 

for the dog, but she became pensive when 

she thought of her own wish to be a mother. 

“The dog is more blessed than me.” 

“Don’t say that,” the husband said, hugging 

her. “Mary will eventually answer your 

prayers.” 

“Maybe Mary doesn’t really understand me. 

We have different situations. She got 

pregnant without a husband, while I can’t 

get pregnant even if I have a husband.” 

“Don’t lose hope, my love. Mary is listening. 

She just wants us to be patient. She knows 

the right time to give us a baby.” 

 

After several weeks, Nameless gave birth at 

the back of the hut, under the chickens’ 

nests. Though Nameless wasn’t particularly 

beautiful, her young were. She had chosen a 

dashing mongrel to be her mate. She was a 

nurturing mother, too. None of the four 

puppies got sick or perished until she 

weaned them. 

 

The couple could not afford to feed more 

than one pet, so all the pups had to be given 

away. One by one, they were taken by their 

new masters, brought to homes where they 

would grow loved. If Nameless was 

distressed with the loss of her children, she 

did not show any indication. Sometimes, she 

would not be around when the puppy was 

handed over. If she was present, she would 

stand back and stare at the human beings, 

neither friendly nor hostile. 

 

After some time, Nameless became 

pregnant again. The pups this time had 

patches of gray, for Nameless had mated 

with a big black dog. He was old and had 

nasty scars on his face, but he was an alpha 

male. His territory comprised two streets 

and twenty-five houses. 

 

Though times were not better, the couple 

decided to keep one of the four new 

puppies. They chose the most spirited. It 

turned out, however, that the pup had 

inherited too much of his parents’ wild 

streak. He had an appetite for raw flesh. 

Whenever a chick strayed from its mother, 

the pup would snatch it with his mouth and 

munch it down, sparing nothing, not even 

the claws and beak. So when someone 

asked for the cute, perky pup, the couple 

gave him over only too willingly. 

 

The couple noticed that Nameless was 

growing old. Her golden fur had dulled in 

some parts, and her whiskers had turned 

white. Nevertheless, she remained agile. 

When she became pregnant again, she even 

gave birth to five puppies. 

 

The couple gave away all the puppies except 

one, and this time they chose the gentlest. 

But as what happened before, the pup 
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didn’t stay long in their possession. The 

couple had to give her to the original owners 

of Nameless. The abusive family had learned 

where Nameless had taken refuge, and they 

demanded that the childless couple pay 

them for “taking” their “pet.” The couple, of 

course, could not afford the amount—and 

Nameless could not be made to return to 

the dog eaters by whatever means—so the 

family declared they had to take one pup 

every time Nameless gave birth. With heavy 

hearts, the couple agreed. 

“Poor pup,” the husband said. “They will 

surely butcher her when she grows up.” 

“Don’t worry,” the wife said. “I will pray for 

her. I will ask Mary to protect her.” 

The husband nodded. “The next time the 

dog gets pregnant, we better keep two or 

three puppies, to make sure at least one 

grows up under our care.” 

 

The next time never happened. Nameless 

just stopped eating one day. She would 

merely sniff the food and walk away. In a 

couple of days, she lost so much weight that 

her skin seemed to be sticking straight to 

her bones. Her eyes became red and 

rheumy. She lay on the ground most of the 

time, chin resting on forelegs. 

“She’s not just being picky,” the wife said. 

“She’s not eating anything at all. She’s 

starving herself to death.” 

“She must be sick,” the husband said. He 

walked to Nameless to check her, but before 

he could come close, the dog stood up and 

walked away on wobbly legs. 

Tears fell from the wife’s eyes. “She still 

doesn’t trust people,” she said. “How can 

we help her if she doesn’t want to be 

touched?” 

The husband served Nameless newly cooked 

rice, but she still didn’t touch the food. He 

killed a chicken and cooked it, but even the 

bones and hot broth, Nameless’s favorite, 

failed to entice her to eat. The wife prayed 

the rosary twice that day, one for herself, 

the other for Nameless. 

 

The next day, Nameless disappeared. The 

husband whistled for her, looked for her 

around the house and on the street, but no 

Nameless came out. The couple learned 

from their neighbors that several other dogs 

nearby had stopped eating, and the animals 

had been found dead in the woods days 

within one another. The couple searched for 

Nameless in the woods, but they found no 

dog, alive or dead. Grief-stricken, they went 

back home. 

“I think I know where the dog went,” the 

husband told the wife. 

“Where?” she asked. 

“To her original owners,” he said. “She went 

back to them to die. She wanted to die 

where she was born.” 

“Why would she do that? This is her home. If 

she knew she was dying, she would choose 

to stay here, to be buried in our yard.” 

The couple went to the center of the village 

to investigate. The dog-eating family said 

Nameless had not returned to them. They 

also said they had not heard of any dog 

around that had stopped eating or been 

found dead recently. The couple did not 

know whether to be happy or sad with the 

information. 

 

No one ever found out what truly happened 

to the dogs that wouldn’t eat. Some people 
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said the dogs must have suffered from an 

infectious disease. A few suspected they 

were poisoned. Others believed a 

malevolent spirit took their souls. Not all the 

dogs in the area were affected, and among 

the victims, no common factor could be 

identified. The bizarre case kept the 

neighborhood speculating for a day or two, 

but after that, the people went on with their 

lives and forgot the dogs. 

 

Nameless, however, remained in the 

couple’s thoughts. One night, the wife was 

praying the rosary when Nameless came to 

her mind. She was saying, “The fourth 

glorious mystery is the Assumption of Mary 

to—” 

 

She paused, and then joy filled her face. Not 

yet finished praying, she rushed to the 

kitchen and told the husband, “I know now 

what happened to the dog!” 

“What?” he asked. 

“The Virgin Mary saved her. The day before 

the dog went missing, I offered a rosary for 

her, and Mary answered my prayer.” 

“But if the dog got well, why isn’t she back?” 

“No, she didn’t get well. She died.” 

“I don’t understand,” the husband said. “If 

the dog is dead, how is she saved?” 

“She rose to heaven,” the wife said. “Body 

and soul. That’s why we didn’t find any 

remains.” 

The husband was not able to say anything 

for a while. 

“Do you believe me?” she asked. 

Without much conviction, he nodded. 

“What you told me is true,” she said. “Mary 

answers all prayers, maybe not in the way 

we want, maybe not as soon as we ask, but 

she does. She never says no.” 

 

The wife went back to the altar. She kissed 

the statuettes on the forehead, knelt down, 

and closed her eyes. Clutching the rosary 

beads close to her heart, she continued 

praying. 

*** 

Rolly Jude Ortega is twenty-seven years old 

and lives in Sultan Kudarat, a province in 

Mindanao. His works have appeared in 

Philippines Free Press, Philippines Graphic, 

Sunstar Davao, and Philippine Daily Inquirer. 

 

‘RATS AND CATS’ BY TIMOTHY 

NAKAYAMA  
 

They say that if you find yourself in the slums 

of downtown Kuala Lumpur and if you hear 

the wind playing a haunting dirge on a starlit 

night, then you should quickly make a wish, 

for your wish might just come true… in 

mysterious ways. 

No one knows if the above is true, or is just 

an urban legend. 

But everyone knows the story of Aidan 

Wong, and what happened to him one warm 

October night… 

*** 
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Slum areas dot the fringes of downtown 

Kuala Lumpur, pockets of poverty hiding 

behind the city’s modern skyline of gleaming 

skyscrapers and towering national 

monuments. 

In one of these urban cul-de-sacs, corpulent 

rats scrambled among filthy rubbish heaps 

while mangy cats prowled and wailed 

piteously. 

Sitting in the driver’s seat of the antique 

scrapheap he called his car, which he parked 

on the side of a narrow road that lead to his 

run-down apartment, 24-year old Aidan 

Wong let out an exhausted sigh. 

 

It had been a horrible, horrible day. 

 

Aidan left his idyllic hometown, Penang, 

right after high school; his family was poor 

and, unable to continue his studies any 

further, he decided to eke out a living in the 

gleaming lights of the capital city, Kuala 

Lumpur. With no tertiary qualifications and 

being stuck as a lowly office boy, it was an 

almost subsistent affair. 

 

Aidan’s foray into the rat race magnified and 

exacerbated his problem: he was completely 

and utterly average and inconspicuous. 

 

Not particularly good at anything, uncouth 

and simple, lacking in social graces, saddled 

with incredibly ordinary looks, an 

underwhelming presence and virtually no 

charisma, people had a tendency to 

overlook his presence. He was routinely 

ignored and forgotten by people he met; 

even his colleagues sometimes failed to 

notice that he was right there in the office 

with them. 

“I wish I could just get away from all of this,” 

he said softly, peering out the driver’s 

window and taking a simple delight in the 

beauty of the shining stars that hung in the 

vast night sky. 

 

With another one of those deep, 

unmistakably gloomy sighs, he got down 

from the car and locked it shut. There was 

no point in bothering with a steering lock; 

no one in their right mind would want to 

steal a car that only worked 50% of the time 

and looked likely to just disintegrate any day 

now. 

 

If he had remained in his seat for just a few 

more seconds, he would have seen the 

streak of light speeding across the endless 

firmament: a shooting star. 

“Hello there,” he said, not unkindly, to the 

rats and cats that were the regulars of this 

smelly, garbage-laden road. It was a greeting 

that he offered every night – he took solace 

in the fact that even though people seemed 

to forget his very existence the moment 

they took their eyes off of him, the rats and 

cats at least acknowledged his comings and 

goings with the occasional squeak and 

meow. 

 

The thing about slum areas, though: there is 

always some black-hearted wretch with a 

knife, seeking to transfer the money and 

pricey personal belongings of law-abiding 

citizens into their possession. Sometimes, 

with extreme force. 
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Thoroughly exhausted, Aidan failed to turn 

around in time. 

He felt the offending hand rummaging 

around in his pockets, the wallet being 

taken, the bag pried from his fingers. 

The sound of fleeing footsteps started to 

grow distant. 

Aidan Wong lay there, in a pool of crimson, 

unmoving. 

*** 

Hours passed. A light rain fell, creating 

puddles of murky water on a road that was 

more holes than road. There was an 

unusually cold wind blowing; it whistled a 

mournful dirge. A few people walked past, 

mostly locals in the area who worked at the 

nearby 2-star hotel and were returning 

home, but only the rats and cats seemed to 

take any notice of the sprawled body. 

They gathered around it, sniffing and licking. 

The first crack of vermillion pierced the 

darkness of the night’s mantle, and the body 

got up, of its own accord. 

 

The rats and cats scattered, but only so far 

as to form a circle around it; they were 

staying, hypnotized by the clumsy 

movements as the figure attempted to 

stand upright on its two feet. It then stood 

still, its gaze enveloping each and every rat 

and cat, a look of idle curiosity plastered on 

the thin, wan face. 

It then turned its gaze towards the crimson 

pool of blood, now much diluted by the rain. 

And then, there was a gleam in the eyes, and 

it finally understood. 

Kneeling down, the figure called out to the 

rats and cats, making a clicking sound with 

its tongue, motioning for them to come 

closer. 

They approached, to pay homage to the 

kneeling figure; but it was one particular rat 

that caught its attention. 

 

With a smile on its face (a face that was 

rapidly regaining its healthy colour), the 

kneeling figure addressed this particular rat. 

“Thank you,” it said softly. The voice was 

hoarse and the words it uttered came out 

awkwardly, as if it was not used to speaking. 

*** 

Aidan looked at the figure, at how it wore 

his life so comfortably, with an ease that he 

never had. 

And then, all feelings for his past life gone, 

he scampered off on all fours, to join his new 

brethren in the comforting darkness of the 

city’s underground pipes, drains and sewers. 

Sometimes, wishes do come true. 

*** 
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‘TURBULENCE AND 

CONTENTMENT’ BY T-NET 

QUIRING  
 

Plane rides were a rare commodity for 

Consuelo. An old woman of sixties, she 

remembers her last being a domestic flight 

more than five years ago. The weather then 

was sunny and the sky clear blue, she 

nonchalantly managed the ninety-minute 

flight. 

 

However, in a day’s worth of travel time 

from Manila to Toronto, it was her first 

encounter with turbulence. Her stomach 

churned on the bouncy flight that felt like a 

carnival ride. It had been a relief though, 

when a stewardess had walked along the 

aisle, in the attempt to calm agitated 

passengers. Those who were evidently 

anxious either demonstrated unnecessary 

movements such as tapping a foot on the 

floor, or remained abnormally still, arms 

folded tightly. One of them was Consuelo, 

who had a tight grip on the armrest as the 

stewardess bent over to assist on the 

seatbelt. She tapped Consuelo’s shoulder, 

for any added value it could have had. 

The whole duration of the flight Consuelo 

pondered – in between her brief 

uncomfortable slumbers – about trivial 

things she had temporarily left behind, such 

as her dog howling each night, not sparing 

the neighbors sleep, her peers in the church 

choir singing in the yearly concelebrated 

feast mass, or whether the silk cloths that 

hung over the carts gracing the procession 

didn’t need repairs.  When she ran out of 

things to worry about, she reached for her 

handbag, peered at a neatly folded sheet of 

paper tucked in its inside pocket, trying hard 

to piece together the reality that awaited 

her in Stratford. 

 

Consuelo was a woman brought up by a 

traditional Filipino Christian family, raised to 

live by its highly conservative set of values. 

Any delinquency equated to reprimand, or 

worse. As a child, she had knelt on a bilao 

spread with green monggo beans with her 

arms spread, a book on either palm; all for 

coming home late. 

 

She, too, had tried to raise her only 

daughter, Florentina on the fundamentals of 

her upbringing, except that it was rather 

democratic. For the record, she never laid a 

hand on her. Nevertheless, she did not 

attribute that to why her daughter grew up 

quite an oddball in her devout culture. In 

fact, Consuelo considered this the reason 

Florentina had gained so much respect for 

her. And she, in return had been trying hard 

to be her daughter’s unwavering safeguard 

from the palpable harshness outside home. 

*** 

The day a postman rang the doorbell for a 

delivery, Consuelo had been sewing upstairs. 

The second floor of their ancestral home had 

a large window overlooking the street and 

had been her working area, as it was well-lit, 
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ventilated, and had a view of people passing 

by. After all, her husband had been gone for 

a decade, while Florentina had been in 

Canada for seven years and, overlooking 

familiar faces of friends and neighbours 

made her feel less alone. 

“Mrs. Consuelo Madrigal,” the postman 

called out from the street, “a delivery from 

Ms. Florentina Madrigal.” “Yes, yes, I’ll be 

right down” Consuelo called back, 

excitement painted on her face as she 

descended the stairs. 

 

Unlike the sociable old woman, her daughter 

was quieter, not usually vocal.  Even her 

letter hardly filled a third of the page. Her 

words were brief, yet so hard to take in. 

“Ma,” she began. “I couldn’t be sorrier for 

my happiness crushing your heart.” With 

that blunt beginning, Consuelo’s heart 

pounded in nervousness. “I would totally 

understand if you would hate me for it,” she 

continued, her eyes slowly moving through 

the words and the tears started welling. 

 

Consuelo never imagined ever hating her 

daughter. Since she was little, Florentina had 

never given her serious problems. She didn’t 

ace her studies, but she never gave any 

reason for a teacher to summon Consuelo, 

such as failing grades or causing any trouble 

at school like a kid would once in a while. At 

a young age, she would calm her mother 

when her husband Roberto, who thought 

being an alcoholic counted as a profession, 

would hit her for nothing. And when 

Florentina was old enough to fend for 

herself, she had done the same for her 

mother, as her father demonstrated the 

same cruel demeanour up until his old age. 

“The past three and a half decades, you had 

been patient and had loved me 

unconditionally,” Florentina’s letter 

continued. “And even for that alone…I 

couldn’t ask for more,” it concluded, leaving 

tears uncontrollably rolling down her 

wrinkled face. She peered at the envelope 

which contained a quarter sheet of 

perfumed cardboard – seemingly the 

confirmatory note she had been quite 

avoiding her whole life – Florentina’s 

wedding invitation. 

 

Of course Consuelo had the gut feel of a 

mother. She had known the reason 

Florentina had been unmarried for so long. 

 

In high school, Consuelo had noticed 

Florentina’s tapering interest in big group of 

friends. There was mostly one friend she’d 

hang out with after school. It was a 

classmate, a pretty girl whose fair skin and 

hazelnut eyes spoke of her mestiza blood. 

They would lock themselves up in 

Florentina’s room and when she passed by 

the door, she wouldn’t hear a thing. Yet high 

school girls normally watched romantic 

movies and loved to giggle. But Consuelo 

had never asked why. When the girl 

migrated to the U.S. for college, it was the 

first time she had seen her daughter sulk for 

quite a while, locking herself more often in 

her room. 

 

Up until the day Consuelo received 

Florentina’s letter, she had been praying 

hard, in great anticipation for her daughter 

to change, and marry a good man someday. 

But there in Canada, where it was accepted, 

her daughter was going to marry another 

woman. And it had left her weeping the 
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whole day; she wasn’t able to finish 

hemming the laces on a curtain she had 

been sewing. 

“Mareng Consuelo,” Norma, her next door 

neighbour, called out, as her footsteps 

ascended the stairs. As her head poked into 

the living room, Consuelo motioned her to 

enter. Obviously, she was still doing the 

finishing touches to Norma’s curtains. 

“Don’t worry, I’m not here for the curtains 

yet,” Norma began. She lingered, watching 

Consuelo sew for half an hour, all the while 

talking about Rosing’s daughter who was to 

marry a tricycle driver. After working in 

Manila for five years, rumours were that 

Rosing’s daughter had a lesbian lover who, 

just that morning came all the way from 

Manila to Batangas to retrieve her. The 

resistance of the whole family resulted to a 

commotion that culminated outside the 

house, with Jose, a retired policeman and 

Rosing’s husband, pointing a 45-caliber gun 

at the unwanted visitor. 

 

Consuelo couldn’t help but think about her 

daughter. “Would surely learn a lesson from 

that,” Norma declared, though Consuelo 

wasn’t quite sure which party her neighbor 

was referring to. But on second thought, 

Consuelo realized it sooner, before the other 

concluded her premise “would never have 

the balls to ever come back again.” 

“Anyway, how’s your daughter?” Norma 

shifted. Ironically, she just turned to be the 

last person Consuelo wanted to be openly 

communicating with in terms of her 

daughter. As if it made a difference with any 

other person in their barrio, Consuelo 

thought. “She’s fine,” she vaguely came up 

with, and managed to fake a smile as she led 

her neighbor to the door, promising the 

curtains first thing in the morning. 

When Norma had left, Consuelo thought of 

Rosing’s daughter and many others, coerced 

to marry for the wrong reasons. There was 

her distant relative, Lourdes, who, turning 

away from her mother’s will, fled to some 

country in Europe. With her mother’s 

persistence, she had agreed to a fixed 

marriage to a son of a family friend. And 

after postponing the wedding date every 

three months or so, Lourdes managed to 

earn a sum of money for her escape. Though 

rumors gushed through the barrio that it 

was another woman Lourdes had eloped 

with, her mother had been steadfast on her 

word that her daughter had chosen a higher 

education abroad over marriage. 

 

And how can she forget her own 

experience. Decades ago, her parents very 

much approved Roberto for a husband 

because he had fairly a lot to offer. Though 

hers wasn’t really the telenovela story 

where there was another party, the doting 

poor young man who would tumble on yet 

another misfortune in not winning the 

woman he loves and who loves her back. It 

was just that, during her time, women were 

marrying earlier and if she turned down the 

flamboyant lad, who always brought her 

flowers and something else – a smaller 

bouquet for her mother, a box of cigar or a 

bottle of wine for her father –  her parents 

feared he was such a big catch to let go. And 

so they married, and she had learned ways 

of loving him. But she never regretted what 

she had gained from it all – Florentina. 

*** 

Unable to gather concentration on her work 

and many other things, Consuelo excused 

herself a couple of times, feigning sorts of 

illnesses – headache or arthritis – when 

Norma or the others came to see if she was 
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well enough for choir practices. Consuelo 

didn’t much fear the choir disbanding 

without her, as there was still Portia, who 

had some undeniable skills with the piano. 

“Ala eh,” Norma would usually say on the 

consecutive days she had attempted to 

fetch Consuelo for practices. “Have you 

gone to a doctor? How are you flying to 

Canada in that state?” She would throw 

questions one after the other and when she 

would leave, Consuelo would find a bit of 

amusement in it, even though she would 

weep afterwards. Also, she wasn’t 

accustomed to lying; yet it was as if 

necessitated by the circumstances. Norma, 

her other choir mates, and even neighbors 

knew well she was off to Canada for nothing 

more than a plain visit. 

A few days after, Consuelo had gone to a 

neighboring town’s church for a confession. 

It was so hard to do that in her church. With 

too much familiarity, she was afraid of being 

recognized, even by the priest, who was 

amiable to the devotees, but had a 

reputation of being selective. Consuelo had 

witnessed it herself when the same priest 

denied communion to a widow whom 

everyone in the barrio knew had turned 

herself into a wedded man’s mistress. She 

had also witnessed the priest’s same 

treatment to Tarsing’s son, who welcomed 

his college freshman year with plucked 

eyebrows and curled lashes. 

“Uh-hum,” the unfamiliar priest cleared his 

throat, when a little while after the door of 

the confessional shut, there wasn’t a sound 

from the other side of the wooden partition. 

“Father, forgive me for I have sinned,” 

Consuelo began, though she wasn’t actually 

sure whether she had, or had been sinning, 

apart from her lies. “I….I actually don’t 

know.”  After exhaling louder than normal, 

which she was pretty sure he heard, she 

whispered through the tiny holes “I don’t 

feel it is right to just watch my daughter 

marry the wrong person. It…” grasping for 

words, she paused and continued “…breaks 

my heart,” though the words that were 

forcefully prodded by her Christian 

upbringing were quite different. 

Kneeling on a pew, she silently said the 

series of prayers the priest had said she 

should, and hurried home. 

Nevertheless, the following week, she found 

herself sewing Florentina’s wedding dress, 

and in a couple of month’s time was 

boarding that plane to Toronto. 

*** 

When the pilot, Consuelo assumed, 

announced their arrival at the Pearson 

International Airport, Consuelo marched to 

the arrival area. Gliding her small wheeled 

luggage, her excellent vision captured fifty 

meters away, two familiar faces waving at 

her. Florentina took hold of her right hand, 

bending a little to let the back of it touch her 

forehead. Consuelo was quite stunned when 

the other woman, a foreigner and 

Florentina’s companion, had done the same 

to her. 

 

The first time Consuelo had seen Ashley, was 

about six years ago, in the pictures 

Florentina had sent her. It was Florentina’s 

first encounter with snow. She stood, 

looking comfortably snug in her thick 

clothes, on the front yard covered with 

snow, behind her, a small bungalow. She 

was looking at the sky, her hands raised 

above her, catching snow. There was a 

snowman and a fair-skinned woman with 

blonde hair beside it, taller than her, who 

was patting the snowman, as if applying 

finishing touches to it. 
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Consuelo remembers how – as if the natural 

instinct – she showed less and less of the 

pictures to her neighbors and friends as 

Ashley appeared more and more in them. 

 

Consuelo clutched Florentina’s arm as they 

walked towards the shuttle to Stratford, 

while Ashley managed to take away the old 

woman’s baggage. 

 

It was dusk when they arrived at the brick 

bungalow Consuelo saw in pictures. The 

summer had exposed the green lawn split in 

the middle by a concrete pavement leading 

to the patio. Consuelo had known her 

daughter being quite disorganized, leaving 

her bed unmade almost every time, but 

inside the house, it was neat and clean. The 

living room was vacuumed, the bed sheets 

smelled of soap and the bathroom was 

almost sparkling white. 

 

“Tin cooks most of the time,” Ashley 

casually initiated a small talk, as they waited 

in the couch while Florentina prepared her 

chicken adobo. “Oh really,” Consuelo 

replied, seemingly in deep recollection. “The 

last time I checked, she went as far as 

buying us take out arroz caldo when I had a 

bad flu.” Consuelo lightly added. “But I had 

actually smelled burnt rice not long before,” 

she blurted. They talked for a good half hour 

covering Ashley’s day job managing her own 

little bookstore, Consuelo’s services for the 

church, and sharing with each other a couple 

of recipes Florentina loved. 

 

There were a few days before the wedding, 

but Florentna had to be on duty at the 

nursing home, which left her mother at 

home, or at the bookstore with Ashley. She 

didn’t fear the two not getting along 

because she very well knew them both – 

with their natural sanguine characters, 

running out of things to talk about wasn’t to 

be a problem at all. True enough, on that 

short span, Florentina noticed her mother 

exuding a demeanor of being comfortable 

with Ashley, though she couldn’t be 

absolutely sure. She knew how her mother 

was also capable of reflecting an emotion 

contrary to the actual, like when she had 

always told her she was okay, though some 

bruises on her arms Roberto had placed told 

her otherwise. 

 

At the bookstore, she gladly introduced 

Consuelo to her frequent customers as her 

newly hired manager. And Consuelo actually 

enjoyed her role, being able to come up with 

a comment or two on the scant classics she 

had read or watched. At the end of the day, 

she was able to realize what she was more 

interested in. To further transpire the homey 

feeling of the little bookstore, she had 

promised Ashley a set of warm-colored 

curtains for it. The truth was, Consuelo 

couldn’t find anything to unlike about 

Ashley. 

Still. 

As Consuelo had much enjoyed her first few 

days in Stratford, the night before the 

wedding went quite different though. Since 

Consuelo landed, the three of them hadn’t 

said a word about the wedding or the 

relationship per se, as if it were some 

unspoken taboo. 

 

Right after dinner, Florentina took her 

wedding dress out of the closet, hung it on 

the stairway beside another white dress. 
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“Beautiful, aren’t they?” Florentina turned 

to her mother and Ashley who were seated 

on the couch by the stairs. And it was all it 

took to burn down the walls Consuelo had 

incarcerated herself in since she had landed. 

“Well,” Consuelo started, twisting her lips 

from side to side, in her futile attempt to 

hold back the brewing weight in her chest. 

“You two would have made perfect brides,” 

she continued. “Ma,” Florentina 

immediately cut her mother, “we will be.” 

Consuelo tried to regain herself, managing a 

sad sort of smile at Ashley and her daughter, 

“Well, I didn’t come all the way here to spoil 

everything, did I?” “Of course not Ma,” 

came her reply “you’re presence has been 

the best gift.” 

 

The civil wedding was a simple and brief 

ceremony with two witnesses – Consuelo 

and Emma, a very old woman from the 

nursing home who had regarded Florentina 

as her favorite caregiver. Emma had heard 

from Florentina that her mother had sewn 

her wedding dress. Sincerely marveling at 

the fitted sleeveless knee-length dress 

overlaid with a chiffon fabric, and further 

adorned by a few intricate beadworks, 

Emma complimented Consuelo’s creation 

with much adoration. 

 

For the past couple of months, Consuelo’s 

emotions had been fluctuating more than 

her blood pressure.  Sometimes, she felt 

phantom pain. Of her lost daughter? But 

unlike any amputated body part, never to 

rematerialize, her daughter was there – is 

there. And it had brought Consuelo to once 

again think of the wedding dress she had 

envisioned since Florentina was little – a 

floor-length version of that dress with a 

twelve-foot trail embellished with crystals 

and beads. She would slowly walk it along a 

church aisle, together with Consuelo and 

Roberto on her either side. 

 

That very moment, Florentina and Ashley –  

in their knee-length white dresses – were  

pronouncing their promises, which could 

have come from any wedding script. But the 

look in her daughter’s eyes – the sincerity 

and grasp of never letting go no matter 

what – conveyed the profundity of where it 

had been rooted. 

 

Holding back the tears she thought had 

dried up after shedding a bucket on 

Florentina’s letter and a little the night 

before, she managed to smile a sincere 

smile, gathering a reply to Emma’s 

compliment on her daughter’s dress. “It 

doesn’t happen every day,” she whispered, 

and added, “a rare opportunity not every 

mother could have, her lifetime.” 

*** 

On the way to Manila, Consuelo hadn’t given 

much thought about her dog, or her choir 

mates or her neighbors. Instead, she 

thought of the whole idea of staying. For a 

nature-lover, it was hard not to fall in love 

with Stratford. She had seen its beautiful 

gardens – lush evenly cut grass carpet joined 

by the widely colored flora and a white 

gazebo for a centerpiece – she had walked 

along the Avon River with Florentina and her 

wife. After all, her migration documents had 

been waiting for her for quite a while. 

Still, there were myriad reasons to come 

back to the Philippines. Inevitably, her 

arthritis had been married to the tropical 

weather. The smell of Batangas brewed 

coffee in the morning in her peaceful 



Maya, Judgement Night and other stories -New Asian Writing’s 3rd anthology of short stories 

www.new-asian-writing.com                                                                                                         161 | P a g e  

province had always been home. That place 

had been where she was born, and where 

she had wanted her grave to lie. 

 

Reasonably, she was an old woman who had 

really nothing to contribute to a foreign 

land, but a liability to its taxpayers. But in her 

home land, her wholehearted services had 

been meaningfully catered to neighbors and 

friends. 

 

As the plane ascended, Consuelo had been 

less afraid of turbulence. She knew better 

now, to stay calm, and fasten her seatbelt. 

She partly thought of Florentina. Amid the 

denials and derisions of the place she called 

home, that could have been the source of a 

rough and bumpy ride for her daughter, 

Consuelo could afford a smile. Because 

Florentina was very far away – where she is, 

and will be, happy.  And that was all she 

needed to see, to grow older and finally rest, 

contented. 

*** 

Glossary: 

adobo: a popular Filipino dish of meat 

marinated in soy sauce and vinegar 

ala eh: a Filipino expression commonly used 

by people in Batangas 

arroz caldo: porridge 

barrio: a smaller unit of a town, more of a 

countryside 

bilao: a shallow basket 

Mareng/Mare: used to address female 

friends 

mestiza: a person of mixed races 

monggo: a type of small green beans 

telenovela: Spanish term for primetime soap 

opera 
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Image is of Codex runicus, a vellum manuscript from c. 1300 

containing one of the oldest and best preserved texts of the 

Scanian law (Skånske lov), written entirely in runes 


