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{Introduction}
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Twelve years old and struggling with my Bangla—reading was fun but writing, a nightmare—I woke up one morning to find my mother standing next to my bed with a familiar smile. I knew it well, it was her ‘I have something you won’t like’ expression. I was in Class Six, the Bangla paper of the annual examinations was scheduled for following day, and I was already in a blue funk.

My mother held out a slim book, saying, ‘Practice test. Answer all the questions in here.’ Several grunts and an hour of procrastination later, I had to finally open the book. Yep, there it was, several sample question papers. But wait a minute! It said that these questions had been set by Rabindranath Tagore! And suddenly I had another reason to be afraid of Whitebeard, as I thought—privately, of course—of the man everyone in the family worshipped.

But I have to admit I couldn’t help feeling a twinge of envy either. Was there no limit to this man’s abilities? As far as I knew back then, he had written poetry—in fact, I was half convinced every poem ever written in Bangla was his—short stories and novels. Some of those stories I was allowed to read, but I had my eye on the novels, which were placed on the delicious-but-forbidden shelf in the big bookcase. The Bangla teacher at school never tired of telling us that Tagore also wrote plays, essays, travelogues, and reams of letters. And, as it turned out, question papers too. I mean, really, did he have to make the rest of us feel so inadequate?

But as I read the short stories—some prescribed by the school, the rest sneaked off the top rack—something about them began to haunt me. The young people in his stories always seemed to be in some form of imprisonment. Distant family or cold schoolteachers, abject poverty or early employment, physical ailments or a sad heart—there was at least one, if not more, of these things creating a virtual jail for the boys and girls in the stories.

When I turned fourteen, at which age I obviously knew everything there was to know in the world, I had a moment of Tagore epiphany. It came out of an unguarded remark made by a teacher at school. When we were being exceptionally obnoxious—in a class of forty-five 14-year-old boys, what do you expect?—one afternoon, he sneered at us, ‘Do you think you are in Rabindranath’s Shantiniketan, where you can do as you like?’

There was a school where boys—OK, girls too—could do as they liked? Hope and despair jostling each other in my head, I turned to the only one of my uncles who did not judge when I asked a question. An armchair Naxal revolutionary (version 1.0), he was suitably contemptuous of Tagore, but despite his attempt to be dismissive, he managed to explain to me that Whitebeard—whose beard was actually black when he was young—was a staunch believer in freedom for young people.

Freedom? Tell me more!

Schooled at home because he hated the regimen at the educational institution he had been sent to, and dropping out of college in England afterwards, Tagore the student was your quintessential rebel. Which is why he not only established a school, college and university at Shantiniketan aimed at giving students the freedom to explore, experience and realize their potential, but he also informed much of his writing with this theme. To him, the life of young folks—that’s you and, shhh, don’t tell anyone, but me too—is a constant quest for freedom. That is why he’s so 21st Century as a writer, even if the setting of his stories seems old.

So don’t let your parents and elders tell you what Tagore stood for. Read this splendid selection of his stories, plays and poems to find out for yourself. They might not like it, but you will.

Arunava Sinha

Delhi 2013

{STORIES}

1

{The Man from Kabul}

My five-year old daughter Mini can’t survive for even a minute without talking. It took her a year to learn to speak after she came into this world and since then she has not wasted a minute of her waking hours in silence. Her mother is often cross with her and asks her to keep quiet, but I can’t. It is unnatural for Mini to be quiet, and I couldn’t stand it if she were. That is why, whenever we talk to each other, our conversations are always very animated.

One morning, when I was writing the seventeenth chapter of my novel, Mini came in and got started. ‘Father, Ramdayal the guard calls a crow a kauwa. He doesn’t know a thing, does he?’

Before I could let her know about the diversity of many languages of the world, she started off on another subject. ‘Father, Bhola says that when it rains, an elephant in the sky squirts water from his trunk. Imagine! Bhola says such silly things, he talks all day long!’

Without waiting for a response from me, all of a sudden she asked me, ‘Father, how is Mother related to you?’

In my mind I muttered, ‘my sister—in—law’ but when I spoke I said, ‘Mini, why don’t you go and play with Bhola. I have work to do right now.’

She then sat down at my feet, beside my desk, and started playing a game with her hands and knees, reciting agdum bagdum at top speed. The hero of my seventeenth chapter Pratap Singh was at the time jumping in the dark of night with Kanchan Mala, from the window of his high prison into the river below.

My room is by a road. Suddenly Mini stopped playing agdum bagdum and ran over to the window screeching, ‘Kabuliwala, ho Kabuliwala.’

Dressed in grubby, baggy clothes, with a turban on his head, a bag hanging from his shoulder, a couple of boxes of grapes in his hands, a tall man from Kabul was slowly walking along the road. It was difficult to know what the sight of him had made my precious daughter think, but she started to call him most enthusiastically. I thought that the swinging bag spelt disaster; my seventeenth chapter would not get finished.

However, just as the Kabuliwala smiled and looked at us and started to come over to our house, she gasped and ran inside, and was nowhere to be seen. She had a blind conviction that if you examined the bag you would find a couple of living children like her in it.

The Kabuliwala came over and greeted me with a salaam—I thought, even though Pratap Singh and Kanchan Mala’s situation was precarious, it would be rude not to invite the man in and buy something from him.

I bought something. Then we chatted for a while. About Abdur Rahman, the Russians, border politics and efforts to protect Afghanistan from the British.

As he got up to leave, he asked, ‘Babu, where did your girl go?’

To get rid of Mini’s fear I had her fetched from the inner rooms. She clung to me and looked at the Kabuliwala’s face and bag with suspicious eyes. The man from Kabul took some raisins and dried apricots out of his bag and wanted to give them to her, but she would not take them and clutched at my knees with twice the suspicion. That was their first meeting.

A few days later, as I was about to go out one morning, I saw my daughter sitting on a bench in front of the door, laughing and prattling incessantly while the Kabuliwala sat at her feet listening, and from time to time expressing his opinions in his mixed Bengali. In the five years of her life, Mini had never found such a patient listener, apart from her father. I also saw that the tiny end of her sari was full of nuts and raisins. I said to the Kabuliwala, ‘Why have you given her all of this? Please don’t give her any more.’ Having said that, I pulled an eight-anna coin out of my pocket and gave it to him. He took the half-rupee coin without hesitation and put it into his bag.

When I came back home, the eight-anna coin had created sixteen annas of trouble.

Mini’s mother was holding up a bright round shining object and saying to Mini, ‘Where did you get this half-rupee from?’

‘The Kabuliwala gave it to me,’ said Mini.

Her mother said, ‘Why did you take it from the Kabuliwala?’

Mini answered as she began to cry, ‘I didn’t want it; he gave it to me himself.’

I rescued Mini from impending disaster and took her outdoors. I learnt that this was not the second time that Mini and the Kabuliwala had met; he used to come nearly every day and had won her tiny heart over by bribing her with pistachios and almonds.

I saw that the two friends had certain fixed jokes they would repeat, and there was much laughter. Just the sight of Rahmat made my daughter burst into giggles and ask, ‘Kabuliwala, O Kabuliwala, what do you have in your bag?’ Rahmat would laugh, and adding an unnecessary nasal tone to his words, say, ‘An elephant.’ The idea that his bag held an elephant was the cause of much mirth. You might not call it such a subtle joke, but both of them found it funny, and seeing the unaffected laughter of a grown man and a child on an autumn morning gave me joy.

They had other jokes too. Rahmat would tell Mini, ‘Little one, you must never go to your father-in-law’s house.’

Girls in Bengali homes hear about their in-laws’ home from the time they are born, but we are progressive in our outlook and had not mentioned the subject of her father-in-law’s house to our little girl. So she could obviously not understand what Rahmat meant, but to not answer and remain silent was totally against her nature. So instead she would ask Rahmat, ‘Are you going to your father-in-law’s house?’

Rahmat would raise a fist at an imaginary father-in-law and say, ‘I will hit my father-in-law.’ Hearing this, Mini would burst into peals of laughter as she imagined the state of an unknown creature called his father-in-law.

[image: image]

It was lovely autumn weather. In ancient times this was the time kings set forth to conquer the world. I had never been out of Calcutta, which was probably why my mind travelled across the world. I might not stir from my house, but my mind yearned for the world outside. If I heard the name of a foreign land, my mind flew there immediately. And if I saw a foreigner, my mind started seeing visions of a cottage in the middle of a forest by a river in the mountains and fantasies of the pleasant, free life I would lead there.

On the other hand, I led such a vegetable existence that if I were to leave my home it would kill me. Which was why much of my wandering was done sitting early in the morning at my desk in my little room, chatting with the man from Kabul. Surrounded by lofty, scorched, ruddy and inaccessible mountains on both sides, caravans of camels crossing a narrow desert path in the middle, turbaned merchants and travellers, some on camels, some on foot, some carrying spears in their hands, others with old-fashioned guns… Kabuli would speak of his land in his thundering voice and mixed Bengali, and create a picture of it in front of my eyes.

Mini’s mother was a fearful person by nature. If there was the slightest noise in the street she imagined that all the drunkards in the world were heading straight for our house. In her mind, the earth was teeming with robbers and thieves, drunkards, snakes, tigers, diseases, caterpillars, cockroaches and malaria and white-skinned people, and having lived on this earth for so long (not very long, actually) had not made her change her mind.

She had her worries about Rahmat the Kabuliwala, too. She kept asking me to keep an eye on him. When I would try to laugh off her suspicions, she would ask many questions all at once: Had a boy never been kidnapped anywhere? Was there no slavery in the land of Kabul? Was it impossible for a tall and hefty Kabuli to pick up a little child? And so on and so forth.

I had to admit that it was not impossible, but that it was improbable. Everyone does not have the same ability to trust, which is why my wife’s mind was filled with fear, but I could not forbid Rahmat, who had done no wrong, to come to our home.

Every year, around the month of Magh, Rahmat would go back to his own country. At this time, he would be very busy collecting money that was owed to him. He had to go from house to house, but he would always find the time to see Mini. Looking at them one would think they were busy hatching a plot. If he didn’t show up in the morning, he would be there in the evening. To see him in a dark corner of the room in his baggy clothes, a tall and hefty man with a bag, could really suddenly fill the mind with fear.

But then when I would see Mini rushing out with a big smile on her face, shouting ‘Kabuliwala, O Kabuliwala,’ and the same old banter would start between the two friends of disparate ages, my heart would leap for joy.

One morning I was sitting in my little room and reading proof sheets. Winter was on its way out, but it had left us tingling with cold the last two or three days. The morning sun came through my window and warmed my feet under my desk, and this warmth was wonderful. It must have been around eight o’clock. With mufflers wrapped around their heads, people out for an early morning walk were returning to their homes. Just then there was a sudden commotion in the street.

I looked out and saw our Rahmat being marched along by two guards. Behind him came a rowdy gang of boys. There were bloodstains on Rahmat’s clothes and one of the guards was holding a bloodstained dagger in his hand. I went outside and stopped the guard and asked what the matter was. Partly from him and partly from Rahmat himself, I learned that one of our neighbours had bought a Rampuri shawl from him and owed him some money, which he now refused to pay. He had tried to lie and deny the debt. They started to argue and in the process Rahmat had stabbed him.

Rahmat was swearing at the man for his lying ways when Mini came running out of the house, shouting ‘Kabuliwala, O Kabuliwala!’ For a moment Rahmat’s face lit up with joy. He did not have a bag on his shoulder, so they could not have their usual conversation about it. Mini immediately asked him, ‘Are you going to your father-in-law’s house?’

Rahmat smiled and said, ‘Yes, I am on my way there right now.’

When he saw that his answer did not make Mini smile, he raised his fist and said, ‘I would hit my father-in-law, but what can I do, my hands are tied.’

[image: image]

Rahmat was convicted of assault and sentenced to several years of imprisonment. We forgot about him, in a way. As we were caught up in the day-to-day tasks of our lives, we didn’t give much thought to how a free-spirited man of the mountains was spending his years behind prison walls.

As for the fickle-hearted Mini, even her father would have to admit that her behaviour was extremely embarrassing. She quickly forgot her old friend and became friends with Nabi the syce, and then as she grew older, girls took over one after the other from her friend and she was not even to be seen in her father’s study. In a way, I was cross with her.

Many years passed by. It was autumn again. Mini got engaged. She would be married in the Puja holidays. Along with the goddess who lives on Mount Kailash, our blessed Mini would leave her parents’ home in darkness and go to her in-law’s home.

[image: image]

It was a beautiful morning. After the rains, the autumn sunshine had been washed as pure as molten gold. It cast a glow upon the brick walls of the ramshackle houses that crowded the backstreets of Calcutta, and gave them an added charm. At our home the shehnais started to play before dawn. The music was like cries rising from my heart, sobs struggling to come out from deep within the ribs in my chest. The sad strains of ragini Bhairavi were spreading the sorrow of my impending separation from my daughter to the whole world with the rays of the winter sun. It was the day of my Mini’s wedding.

There had been chaos since the morning. People were coming and going all the time. Bamboos were being tied together to set up the canopy. Chandeliers tinkled in every room of the house and on the verandas as they were fastened to the ceiling. There was no end to the shouting. I was sitting in my study and doing accounts when Rahmat walked in and saluted me.

At first I did not recognize him. He did not have his bag. He did not have long hair anymore, and the familiar spirit was missing. But I recognized him in the end by his smile.

I asked, ‘Well, Rahmat, when did you come?’

He answered, ‘I was released from jail yesterday evening.’

His words startled me. I had never stood face to face with a murderer before; seeing him made me shrivel inside. I started to feel that on this auspicious day it was not good for this man to be here.

I said to him,’ Something is going on in our home today, I am a bit busy. Could you go away today?’

He started to leave as soon as I had said those words, but as he reached the door he hesitated and said, ‘Couldn’t I see the little one for a moment?’

He seemed to believe that Mini was exactly the same as before. He thought she would come running crying, ‘Kabuliwala, O Kabuliwala!’ Their old banter would continue. Remembering their old friendship, he had even brought a box of grapes and some raisins and nuts wrapped in a piece of paper. Perhaps he had got some from a fellow countryman, since he didn’t have his own bag anymore.

I said, ‘Something is going on in our house today. You can’t meet anyone else here now.’

My answer made him sad. He looked at me straight in my eyes, then said, ‘Babu, salaam,’ and went out the door.

I felt a bit upset. I thought of calling him back, but then I saw he came back by himself.

He came close and said, ‘I brought these grapes and raisins and nuts for the little girl; please give them to her.’

Taking them from him I was about to pay him when he caught my hand and said, ‘You are very kind. I will always remember that, but don’t give me any money. I have a daughter just like yours in my country. It is the thought of her that made me come to you with raisins for your daughter. I have not come here to sell you anything.’

He put his hand in his loose kurta and brought out from somewhere close to his heart a dirty piece of paper, and unfolding it very carefully he spread it out on my desk with both hands.

There was a print of a small hand on the piece of paper. No photograph, no oil painting, the hand had been rubbed in a little dry husk and pressed down on the paper. Carrying this little memento of his girl close to his heart, he would come to Calcutta every year to sell raisins, as if the touch of that soft, small little palm was like nectar for his huge sorrowing heart.

My eyes filled up with tears and I forgot the fact that he was an ordinary dry-fruit seller from Kabul, while I was a Bengali gentleman from a good family. At that moment I understood that he was a father like I was. The handprint of his little Parvati living in the mountains reminded me of my own Mini. I sent for her immediately. Many objections were raised from the inner rooms, but I refused to listen. Mini came into the room timidly and stood next to me, dressed as a bride, wearing sandal paste on her forehead and a red sari.

The Kabuliwala was stunned when he saw her at first. He could not talk to her as before. In the end he laughed and said, ‘Little girl, are you going to your father-in-law’s house?’

Mini now knew the meaning of her father-in-law’s house. She couldn’t answer like she used to do before. Rahmat’s question made her blush shyly and turn her face away. I remembered the first time Mini and the Kabuliwala had met. It made my heart ache. After Mini left Rahmat sank to the ground with a deep sigh. He suddenly realized that his daughter too would have grown up since he last saw her. He would have to get to know her once again, and he would not find her the same as when he last saw her. Who knew what had happened to her in these last eight years? The shehnai started to play as the soft rays of the sun came down that autumn morning and Rahmat sat in a Calcutta lane and saw the barren mountains of Afghanistan.

I took out some money and gave it to him, saying, ‘Rahmat, go back to your daughter in your country; may the happiness of your meeting bless my Mini.’

By giving away that money I had to cut down on some of my expenditure for the wedding festivities. I could not afford the electric lights; the band couldn’t come. In the inner rooms, the women were not pleased at all. But for me, the wedding was lit by the glow of blessings.
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