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Saswati Basu — Profession: University Teacher in Economics, lives in Sydney.

I enjoy this beautiful life thoroughly. Particularly I enjoy listening to songs, reading books on sociology,
short stories, and travelling around. I love watching drama, good cinema and tennis. I also love to
experiment with new cooking recipes and share them with our friends. Believe in donating money to
voluntary organisations for the people in need.
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Arpita Chatterjee — Postdoctoral Research Associate, Department of Biochemistry and Molecular
Biology, University of Nebraska Medical Center, Omaha, NE-68198

Chumki Chatterjee — Co-editor : Kishore Bharati Magazine. CEO — Patra Bhatati Publication.
Hobbies : Reading, writing, shopping.

WA ] — G TSR | ST WA REE AN QT PRI | weerel v @ e |
Purdue University (& FICoR A2ea [ @t fofd | eFm =2 B, | @iEeR @2 ERIERE
SGIP | SR [Kfen e 7@ AfGm o, TR, o AR 2@ | SRR — 32 2T, SiF
CAI, TR SO < <1 |




A curious study in contrasts, Samrat pursues pixels, paintbrushes, prose and poetry. Influenced by the
surrealist and cubist art movements, he finds his inspiration in the random micro-moments of the
macrocosm. He is someone in pursuit of an unknown mission, dabbling here and there and hoping he
never finds it, for that would end this wonderful journey.

Souvik Dutta works as an IT professional in Chicago, IL and lives with his wife Amrita and son Hridaan.
His passion includes study of ancient scriptures, texts and obscure works of Vedic sages. He lectures in
and around the country on Vedic philosophies.

Menachem Ephraim Emanuel has devoted his dotage to pursuing his muse with a butterfly net. Born in
Brooklyn he ended up in Chicago with stopovers in Washington DC, The Golan Heights, Alaska, and
Seattle. Along the way he acquired seven children, several cats, a few grandchildren, a long suffering
spouse and a severe case of rose fever.

Maureen Peifer is a Chicagoan with a lifelong love of literature, writing, travel, and teaching. She is
currently the school librarian at a Montessori school where she previously taught. Her summers are spent
in Amsterdam, which inspired this poem.

Rochelle Wooding is a native of Ohio and graduate of Mercyhurst University with a Masters in Library
Science. As a librarian in Chicago public schools, Rochelle demonstrated her love for literature in helping
children develop reading habits and broaden their interests through books. She participates in the Chicago
Writing Alliance and has published several first-person narratives.

Raised in rural Appalachia, Josef Steiff is a former social worker who now creates film, performance and
written work that reflects his interest in the ways that people struggle to make personal sense out of
random, impersonal events, exhibiting in the United States, Europe and Asia.

David Nekimken is a senior citizen who has been a poet most of his life, with poems published in a few
publications. He has a self-published book of poems Anything and Everything Goes. He is a grandfather
with three wonderful grandchildren. He currently lives in a housing co-op in Hyde Park.

Tinamaria Penn is a creative word artist and photographer who enjoys finding beauty in the mundane of
everyday life experiences. It is Timamaria's aim to record moments in time through written expression
and still pictures to help these moments to continue to live through the viewer's interpretation. Tinamaria
now resides in Chicago, and her heart stays true to her Cleveland, Ohio roots. Some of her expressions can
be found in her first published book, Clarity In Three Dimensions on Amazon.com

Ananda Sen is a Professor of Biostatistics at University of Michigan. Ananda also passionately pursues
the hobby of acting whenever he can. When feeling stressed, he takes recourse to the Abrho keyboard on
his desktop and types up Bengali poems. He is a regular contributor to Batayan. Ananda lives in Ann
Arbor, Michigan with his wife and two kids.

Balarka Banerjee is a Molecular Biologist by profession and an executive in a Biotech company. Besides
science his other passions are Drama — writing, acting, directing— Poetry and Art. He likes good cinema
and music. He is a foodie and a good cook. No wonder he enjoys writing about his experiences and
interests.
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Swarvanu Sanyal — Software engineer living in Naperville, I1linois. I regularly write poems, fictional works like short
stories, short plays and non-fictional works like essays in different topics.

I, Allen McNair, am a self-taught artist and poet inspired daily by the wonders of life around me, and by my present
and past experiences. From individual poetic portrayals in my early years of writing, I have graduated to writing and
illustrating my self-published epic saga, I Dream of A'maresh.

Viola Lee was born and raised in Chicago, Illinois. She studied Poetry at Loyola University, Chicago and received her
MFA from New York University. Her poem City of Neighborhoods was published in an anthology of Chicago poetry
called City of the Big Shoulders which was published by the University of lowa Press. Her manuscript Lightening after
the Echo was published by Another New Calligraphy last year. She teaches 6-9 year olds at Near North Montessori
School and lives in Chicago with her husband, her son and her daughter.

Kathy Powers — [ am a civil rights activist who developed my passions from coping with bipolar disorder symptoms. I
have a tagline: "Advocacy is my therapy." Through advocacy I have discovered truth and beauty in helping people and
sharing art.

Mohan Kharbanda has held key leadership positions operating Greenfield businesses in both the emerging and
developed world. He received a bachelor's degree in mechanical engineering from the Indian Institute of Technology
and a master's degree in business administration from the University of Minnesota. He currently serves on the advisory
board of UT business school Center for Global Business. He has contributed to some business and political journals.

Bani Bhattacharyya — Since my childhood my passion was to write my day to day events. Born in Kolkata, I came to
the USA in 1960's. Being married in America, I was busy to fulfill my professional duty and taking care of my family.
Now, I live in Barrington, IL and enjoy writing novels, short stories and poems. Many of my articles are now published in
Amazon and in various magazines.

Anjan Roy is a Freelancing Journalist writing in different Bengali Journals and Magazines in the US and abroad. He
lives in Willowbrook, Illinois. Recipient of Mother Teresa Fellowship. He did master’s degree of social work from
Washington University Saint Louis, Missouri, USA. He was an eminent Journalist in Kolkata worked with Ananada
Bazar Patrika, All India Radio and Calcutta Television and many others. Wrote articles and news-stories for Ananda
Bazar Patrika, Desh, Hindusthan Standard, Amrita Bazar Patrika, Jugantar, Amrita, Paribartan and many other Calcutta-
based newspapers and magazines.
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The Pilgrimage

Transliterated by Atithi

O Mind awake! Tarry awhile on these

Sacred shores of Bharat's teeming masses.

With arms upraised, bow down and sing,

Apaean to the Divinity of Man!

These solemn peaks lost in thought,

This river-rosary girded plain --

Behold, this timeless hallowed earth

By the shores of shores of Bharat's teeming masses!

Who knows at whose welcoming call

Did such legion races descend

Like puissant streams from springs diverse

To join this billowing deep?

Here Aryan, non-Aryan, Dravidian, Chinaman,

Shaka, Hun, Mogul, and Pathan,

Have converged in a single confluence.

And now the West too has opened its doors, sending forth its gifts,
To give and to take, to mingle and to meld, never to return
From these shores of Bharat's teeming masses.

Come O Aryan! Come non-Aryan! Come Hindu, Mussalman!
Come and join us Englishman! Come, O come Christian!
Come Brahmin, with unsullied mind, come join hands with all!
Come, be delivered, O Fallen, from all accumulated indignities!
Come forthwith to enthrone the Mother!

The holy vessel of sacrament let us fill

With the water consecrated by us all --

From these shores of Bharat's teeming masses.
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On Monday, August 15, 2016 (tbose@yahoo.
com) wrote

Dear Neel,

How are you ? Did you reach safely ? |
have been wanting to talk to you. Did you
forget me ? How ? I know. The water and sand,
the sky and the waves, the sea shells, the
crimson sunset ... they have so much to offer.
I, only with longing in my heart, am no match
for the abundance of nature. Call me as soon as
you get a chance. Please check your e-mail and
reply soon.
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On Tuesday, August 16, 2016 (tbose@ yahoo.
com) wrote

Dear Neel,

Why didn't you call me even once ? Do
you have any idea how worried I am for you ?
You are not answering my call either. Hope
you are safe. Be well.

Tanmay

Tuesday, August 16, 2016
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Editorial

Lessons

Lessons are all around us not only in our educations, but in any book we open and any person we truly
listen to. The best lessons I have learned have come from dedicated teachers, my parents, relatives and friends
and from observing nature and other people. Even strangers whose names I never knew have taught me
valuable lessons.

In college a man I met asked me what I did. I said that [ was a writer. “Write what's true,” he advised me.
Whenever [ write an essay, an article or even compose a poem or fictional story, I consider which parts of it are
“true”, honest and meaningful.

The emotion and moral in a story or poem can be a universal truth like friendship or perseverance even if
the characters and setting are completely fictional as in ““The Land Where It Rained Erasers” by Samrat Bose.

Respect for nature and human life resonates in Viola Lee's poem “Gray Wilderness”. The renewal of
spring in “Solis Invicti” by Souvik Dutta and the unexpected friendship in Mekhala Bannerjee's “Black
Pearl” offer timeless truths.

The Kharbanda family's dedication to each other, even when forcibly separated in India's partition in
1947 and the courage of the Indian National Army in Anjan Roy's “A Glorious Defeat” taught me lessons I
never learned in school and made me think more deeply about war, freedom, family and the best lesson my
father shared with his four daughters, simply “Never give up.”

I have applied that lesson in my education, my work and maintaining my friendships and family life in
spite of distance. In my story “The Last Lesson” a student longs to go to college but fears the cost for her
family. In “I Cannot Live Without Books” by Rochelle Wooding, students and teachers, readers of all ages
enrich their lives with reading. In “Communication of the Self” Allen McNair offers us freedom of the mind
and heart. In “Papadam” Balarka Bannerjee shares a literal taste of the culture of Southern Indian cuisine.
The painful lesson in Menachem Emanuel's “Mango King of Trees” calls on us to stand up for women's lives
everywhere. Maureen Peifer's “North Sea Jazz” sings out to music lovers worldwide.

In Bengali and in English, our Batayan writers open a window into their lives for readers and offer them a
new view of the world, new lessons and inspiration. In Batayan, we write what is true.

Jill Charles
English Editor




Gray Wilderness

Let us write a sentence or two.
Let us continue on and on as if
even though we are becoming
the grass, the leaf, the hydrogen,
even though we are becoming

the oxygen, the birds, the bees, the trees.

Let us call this then, our gray wilderness.

Let us become the prairie grass,

this prairie who often restores herself,
sunlight and ash always unearthed.
We will become part evolution,

part embankment, part adaptation.
We will become the weight of it all
of how things will often occur.

Let us re-examine our words then,
this grace and this relentless gratitude.
Let us re-examine our need

for solitude as we struggle again

and again to write these syllables
move us to water and to the rivers

of ice and light. It is not that we

live with regret and resentment.

But, it's that there is this dichotomy

in a need to do our work: me, you, us,

the -what we should- over the -what we want-

The should: nurse, teach, reinforce this

Viola Lee

practicality. The want: write

the story of our lives in verse,

drink coffee irresponsibly, follow
freedom over responsibility.

So many similarities even:

in the end, there's this thirst to reason
to build: fill the cloud of white noise.
grill something savory to taste,

still the same napping schedule,

still all day at the park as soon

as the clouds turn. But isn't poetry
practical after all? Don't we need this
as much as we need the water, the light,
the earth, this earth, where we are always
uprooting and re-rooting ourselves,
trying to understand this grain of sand,
the unending universe in fingers,

in this skin, in this dark and eternal
soft opening made of light and ink
and all these consistent moments

of redirecting the danger of light
Follow the path, you once said to me,
Follow it until your body heals.

And so we must

and so we shall.




Mango King of Trees

Menachem Emanuel

LUCKNOW, INDIA — May 29, 2014, AP, Two teenage sisters in rural India were raped and killed by attackers who
hung their bodies from a mango tree, which became the scene of a silent protest by villagers angry about alleged police
inaction in the case. Two of the four men arrested so far are police officers.

Mango When the sun dies in the west
King of trees The grove grows still
Bearer of the most fragrant fruit The golden mango birds fly home to rest
Evergreen leaves to grace the bridal bower All that's heard is the thrumming
"The promise of sweet beginnings Of the cricket clan
And the faint far-away tiger cry
Amika
Mother goddess As it strikes its prey
Gathers her daughters Two will not return to rest
To teach them to do no harm Like the golden mango birds
To any living being Hidden in the safety of the Holy Mango Tree
And keeps them safe in the embrace
Of the Holy Mango Tree Strange fruit greet the rising sun
Two perfect sisters
All this overarching majesty Unripe fruit
Token of abundant fecundity Hung along the bough
Is grafted on wild stock Of the sacred Mango Tree
A shrubby thing that prises Mute testimonies
From thin poor soil To something old and dark
A few leathery leaves Ancient savage ceremonies
And bitter fruit
Hinting of turpentine How many millimeters how many millennia
Upon this unlikely root Do you suppose
Generations have raised Separate
The cultivar from whose scions The amygdala and the pineal gland
Spring Where dwell the reptilian remnants of our
The King of Trees brain
Fathering the sweetest fruit From the prefrontal cortex
Where we suppose
At the height of day Our sense of grace and sin begin
The wanderers come to rest an hour from their path How far apart
The gatherers and gleaners of the field Time enough later to explain
Sojourn beneath the boughs To allot the blame
To forget the metal skies and pitiless sun To deal with guilt and recompense
And the Sacred Mother comes to nurse her calf Now only to stand before the holy Mango Tree

All harboring in the in the shade of the Holy Mango Tree 10 taste the horror of it all and all
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And fetch the victims down

Down from the silent Mango's limbs
These sacrificial lambs

Wash the blood away

Wind them in their final shrouds

Place them oh so gently and so tenderly
On the funerary pyre

Scream out loud

To the Master of us all
And make Him see

This is not the way

It's supposed to be
When will it be revealed
The meaning of it all

These shunned broken ones

Auctioned off

To sweat their youth away in a brickery
Or sold to slake some unholy thirst

Or made temple girls to dance and serve
All these will not come home again
Like the golden mango birds

To rest beneath the Holy Mango Tree

Sleek and sweet fleshed fruit
Within in its seed

Conceals a bitter core

Germ of a time of tooth and claw
When blood and iron made the law
When one took because they could

After the flames have done their work

All there is left are ash and dust

The rising drafts from the fire

Swirl away the garments of their here and now
To join the remnants of exploded suns

That we see tonight as stardust

Far above the Holy Mango Tree

On behalf of Batayan editorial team, | want to acknowledge Jill Charles for her hard work. Jill
does it out of her sheer love and passion for literature. English section of Batayan has always
been full of great literary merit. The ’Sankalan’ issue is no exception. Itis beautifully put together
by Jill. My hearfelt thanks to all the contributors. We look forward to having your support in the

upcoming days. Stay well everyone. Keep reading, keep writing.

Ranijita Chattopadhyay




Circle of Life, Circle of Being
David Nekimken

Being
Keeper of secrets, keeper of mysteries
For seekers of the ever-elusive Truth...
Moving beyond the smallest circles of our lives
family, neighborhood, national origin, national residence
religion, gender, racial, class boundaries
Towards our solar system: sun, planets, moons
outward towards the far-flung systems of the Milky Way
through black holes, wormholes, past
giant stars, dwarf stars, twin stars
eluding meteor showers, comet tails, gaseous swarms
slingshotting towards the most distant galaxies
Ultimately reaching the center, the origin, the end of the Universe...
Questioning
Who we are
Where we are from
Where we are going
What we are doing here
Are we alone, is there intelligent life beyond planet Earth?

Being
Revealer of all secrets, all mysteries
For the wonderers, the awestruck of the Universe...
From the largest circle of the Universe
embracing the vast canopy of stars in the night sky
an infinite array of galaxies, both large and small
a giant network of solar systems with their suns, planets and moons
To the circle of Earth's orbit around our sun
encircled by longitudes and latitudes
the great oceans and great continents
the intricate interlacing of interlocking circles of life
To a small, intimate circle of human beings
populating and cohabiting many still smaller circles
geographic boundaries, natural and manmade
ethnic, gender, racial, class identities
cultural and family values and histories
To our own unique circle
physical maps of cells, genes, DNA histories
intrinsic values of spiritual origin
A lifetime of beliefs, needs and stories...
Circle of Being
Circle of Life
Circle of |




North Sea Jazz

Maureen Peifer

Rivers of music flowing into the North Sea

Blues from the Mississippi where

Afro - Cuban Arturo O'Farrill disseminates, articulates his jazz heritage
Chick Corea's piano notes in the Amazon

Earth, Wind, and Fire illuminate the Nile

Pharoah Sanders slides and glides his saxophone doing
molasses tai chi yoga between alto bars
while percussion waterfalls tinkle around and through him

Kurt Elling and Cecile Savant scat, snap, sing through the currents of Branford
Dr. Lonnie Smith sails up and down the Hudson on his mighty ship

Hammond B3, turbaned teeth twinkling through tuneful waters,

bass bouncing off and under his bright notes

Arturo O'Farrill unapologetically plays “ FUCK TRUMP” to let us know
Hispanics won't stand for it - NO!!

Round white frames on Cecile's round black head as round rich tunes
emerge from her sweet red lips and the ringdingding of her trolley
transports us to Afro Paris from Judy Garland's white St. Louis

A sea of humanity flows up and down these rivers of sound
Diving into the waters of Pharrell, Esperanza, Kurt

Pulsing to the waves of the Roots

Blending into streams of Heineken, wine, Moscow Mules, mojitos
Fueled by herring, fruit, curry, tapas, barbeque, satay, sushi
Throbbing to the dj beats in Tigris

Thrumming to jazzy Columbian harp strings

Internal beats joining your heart, your blood pulsing in the Great River
That is North Sea Jazz

That is the music that joins us

That is this sea of humanity

That flows into and out of AHOY ROTTERDAM

The rivers to the sea of life

That join us despite bombs, bullets, planes

The music flows over and through it all pulsing

LIFE LIFE LIFE

B4



Communication of the Self

There is a place where I like to go
Deep within my mind and heart.
It is a place of unbounded bliss
Which I enjoy relating to others.

An unlimited reservoir of creativity.
It allows me great wisdom to express
To others about life's experiences.

I am able to tap into it twice-daily.

Ideas effortless bubble up within.
My writing and illustrations grow
Inside my head, capable of fruition.

I am soon in the zone of productivity.

When I go beyond my thoughts

I experience something greater
Than the mental sum of my parts.
It is a field of all possibilities.

The deep-rooted stresses just melt away.

My mind is then freer than the wind.
Many of the poems I write provide
New insights into others' character.

The feelings and thoughts of each poem
Reach universal truths in my constant
Effortless communication of the Self.

Without poetry, I could not communicate.

Allen F. McNair

Just a few words of title or theme rapidly
Expand to complete stories in poetry.
I am able to paint solid word-pictures
That have been transformed to artworks.

The energy expended in telling these stories
Is really quite minimal to my versatile mind.
Going to my place of rest and tranquility
Transforms the individual self to cosmic Self.

The Self is all there is within each person.
Anyone has access to this infinite Self.

I have had this experience for over forty years
Since instructed in Transcendental Meditation.

Poetry is the universal expression of one's thoughts.

Its great importance is very real, especially to me.
Individual pieces about homelessness and its adventures
Have progressed into an epic poem set in the future.

My mind and heart have also grown apace.
Poetry has given me a voice to be heard.

My own world is a better place originating
From thoughts and progressing into words.

My wish to be self-published has borne fruit
My epic poem, I Dream of A'maresh, has
Taken root in the minds of many readers

Both in the recent past and soon into the future.

I look forward to telling other stories every day.
With the constant communication of the Self
There is no end to what I can express to all.
And poetry actually makes all of this come true.




POEMS

If Our Hearts Travel

Jill Charles

There is another country

In this one

You can walk or go by bus
You can reach it if you listen.

Every language sings
You know the feeling

If not the punctuation.

There is another country here
You can taste it if you try

In falafel and tahini

In pistachios from Rome

In baklava jeweled with honey

The soup pot in every home.

You are welcome in the game
Children from Iraq, El Salvador
Playing tag or hide and seek
Kick and chase the soccer ball
As they recognize each other
The parents nod and smile.

Men drew borders on the map
States and nations come and go
If our hearts travel every day
The whole world will be home.

You and I

Balarka Banerjee

You and |

Were never meant to survive

You and |

Just a twinkle in some mad child's eye
Just a wisp of foam

On some foreign tide

You and |

Were never meant for this

These forms full of puss and piss
With grobs in our knobs

And knots in our spots

With joints that go creak

And knees that grow weak

Just bags of bubbly fat and meat
Bound together by an elastic sheet
With cracks that ooze

And edges that seep

Poisoned by booze

And lack of sleep

And that flowy red juice that never seems to cease

No

You and I were never meant for these.
We were two bits of dandelion
Soaring for the clouds

Two verses of secret prayer
Whispered out loud

Yet in a world that was created to die
Where all existence has no persistence
And maybe when all is gone to entropy
Maybe all that will ever be

Maybe. Just You and 1.

Two lonely specks of light

I blink once for you

And you blink in reply

You and I

Will be all that survive
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Siding

Josef Steiff

I thought we were rich. And it made me
uncomfortable.

Never mind that my mother worked two jobs
most of the time [ was growing up. That just made
me feel like an adult, because [ got the whole house to
myself and could watch Dark Shadows - with its
vampires and witches and time travel - after school.

Never mind our dinners made up of a slice of
white bread topped with two tablespoons of gravy
made from breakfast's sausage drippings. Or a hot
dog cut up in Campbell's Baked Beans. Or our
Friday night tradition of cheese and crackers.

Never mind that we were eligible for food
stamps even with my mom's two jobs though my
mom wouldn't sign us up for them. I didn't really
understand what food stamps were. [imagined some
special perforated sheet from the post office with
pictures of mac and cheese instead of birds or
presidents.

Or maybe they were a special kind of stamp you
got at the grocery store, like the time my mom and I
went shopping and [ was given my very own grocery
list for the first time; 1 was supposed to find us
napkins, the word printed out in big clear letters so I
would recognize it when I saw it. I was so proud
when I found a box of them, not the usual flimsy
plastic wrap package. On ashelfalmost out of reach,
the box was really cool; it even had a woman on the
front. I didn't understand when my mom put them
back. I mean the woman looked like an astronaut,
all dressed in white, with her hands on her hips,
standing confidently, a round glass helmet on her
head. [ didn't know what the word 'sanitary' meant.

I knew we were rich because we had siding on
our house, brown one by three shingles rough to the
touch when all the neighbors' houses had black tar
paper or weathered wood slats, and had potbelly
wood stoves when we had a gas wall furnace on the
six foot long partition that divided our sleeping area
from the kitchen slash dining room slash living

room. It didn't occur to me we were basically living
inaone-room house.

Never mind that our house had been a chicken
coop and before that where they stored the apples of
my mom's childhood or before that the moonshine
still of my grandfather's young manhood.

To me it was like we lived in a brand new house,
not an old shed with snakes in the walls, moss on the
roof, nestled among hundred-year-old oak trees.
Because now it had siding. And a sliding glass door
that provided a vista of forest and fields and a tree
that would one day be struck by lightning and split to
reveal a massive honeycomb and beehive. It was
almost like living outdoors... except with a gas
furnace.

My mom didn't like doors or walls; she wanted
no place to be hidden or out of sight. One six-foot
partition and a sliding glass door made total sense.

My grandfather had tried to level the floor as
much as possible, but it still pooled the mop water in
the center of the house, and the linoleum looked
wavy with sharp edges and ridges of black lines from
individual boards cracking through as they
continued to rot and sink beneath the green with gold
andsilver flecks.

My mom, as a divorced single woman, was not
able to get a loan to buy or build a house. But she
could get a home improve-ment loan, so she and my
grandfather walked the farm, looking at every
outbuilding to find the one most likely to meet the
bank's definition of “remodel.”

“Ralph's House” was in the best condi-tion,
abandoned and empty since he had died ten years
before. But my grandparents worried about the fact it
was right off the rutted gravel township road that ran
along one edge of the farm, isolated and out of sight,
the nearest neighbors a mile away and too far from
my grandparents' house to feel secure, to feel safe.

The bunkhouse had the opposite problem, too




close to my grandparents' house, at the edge of their
yard. And its ceiling was only five feet high perfect
size for me but not so much for my mom.

I'wanted us to pick the hay barn and would draw
pictures of how we could turn it into a house and how
my bedroom would be the farthest room, the one that
opened out into the pasture, the room where I was
once trapped by our bull until my grandfather heard
the dogs barking and came to see what all the
commotion was about, and the room where I'd sulk
as a teenager. It always smelled of warm dusty hay
particles that swam through the sunlit air whenever I
settled into the bales.

Unfortunately most of the barn didn't have a
floor, and so it didn't make the bank very confident
that their meager loan could “improve” it enough to
make it livable. Instead it would become the place
I'd raise rabbits and later park my motorcycle,
because neither of them minded the dirt floor, as cool
to my bare feet as the tin roof was hot in the summer
sun.

And so it was the chicken coop, apple house,
whiskey still that became our home. With its siding
and gas furnace and cistern with pump so we could
have an indoor bathroom.

I'd live in these 400 square feet from nine years
old to nineteen, though we would eventually add
another two rooms for a grand total of 600 square
feet.

My mom would work two jobs, though once she
found out I was watching Dark Shadows, 1 would
have to go to my grandmother's house right after
school till my mom got home. She and my aunt
would can and freeze the food we raised. I'd paint
houses in the summers or put up hay for spending
money. I'd help around the farm where I could.

And my grandfather and my mother would
make sure [ went to college, able to afford books and
tuition.

I'd be embarrassed by all we seemed to have. |
never knew we were poor.

Regarding Utopia

M. C. Rydel

They think they can build something perfect,
A castle on the tip of a peninsula

Separated from the mainland by a moat,
Where you leave all the doors unlocked,
Feed the neighbors, pray however you want,
And tolerate graffiti and revolution.

I spray paint footprints on the mailboxes
And stone walls, fight off their trances
And enchantment the way the west wind
Might breathe autumn into an August day
Scattering leaves on cobblestones,
Months before it's supposed to happen.

I love life in something, almost perfect,
Embrace quintessential sorrow

Savor lost loves and squandered fortunes,
Sunbathe half naked next to the misty sea,
And protest perfection for the sake of stains,
Litter, diapers, stuttering, and white lies.

They have, in fact, created something perfect,
Perfect theatre, fiction, science, and art,

Reality projected on a movie screen,

A synthetic pearl, a silk rose,

A morning fog like an angel, a bodiless body

Who makes us forget everything one life to the next.

I am just trying to remember last night,

The utopian coffeehouses and pubs,

The latte, beer, vodka, and rum,

Taking a boat out into the bay

The illuminated castle like a chocolate candy
Ready for the continent to consume.

E
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Solis Invicti

Souvik Dutta

A 6th grader was asked by her bus driver why
she is celebrating Christmas, when she is of Indian
origin. She smiled at her bus driver and said “Well,
because | can.” However, she herself wasn’t happy
about the answer she gave to the driver. She wanted
to know more, she had questions that needed to be
answered. She had to feel connected to the most
popular festival in the country she was born in, even
though she was born to immigrant parents.

The above is a true story that compelled me to
write about the ancient origins of Christmas. I
dedicate this article to that lovely girl and all children
of different races and nationalities.

Humanity created festivals to remember certain
times in the year and to celebrate time, over and over
again every year. Time was recorded by a calendar.
The calendar was recorded by the changing seasons
and phases of the moon (lunar). Almost all ancient
calendars were lunar in nature. The solar calendar we
use today is most simple, but a hugely inefficient
way to record time.

Four major turning points in the year are the two
solstices and the two equinoxes. The Winter Solstice
is very special. In the Northern Hemisphere, it is the
day when the night is the longest. From that day
onward, the length of day increases right up to the
Vernal Equinox, when the length of day and night are
the same. From the Vernal Equinox to the Summer
Solstice, the length of the day continues to increase
until the day of the Summer Solstice when the night
is the shortest. From the Summer Solstice, the length
of day gets shorter and the nights longer. On the
Autumn Equinox, the night and day are of equal
length, and from that day onward, the length of the
night increases right up to the Winter Solstice.

Light, and hence day, was associated with
divinity in ancient Greece and Rome. In Sanatan
Dharma, light is associated with devas and purusha.
Darkness was associated with demons in ancient
Greece and Rome, while in Sanatan Dharma it is
associated with asuras and prakriti.

The Winter Solstice and the Romans

The Ancient Romans always celebrated the rise
ofthe Sun God over a period of three days during the
Winter Solstice. They called the festival “Dies
Natalis Solis Invicti,” the birthday of the
unconquered sun. Sol Invictus means the
“Unconquered Sun.” Unconquered is a very
interesting word here. This shows the revival of light
even on the darkest day of the year. It also reiterates
the truth that from this day/time onward, the day, and
hence the power of the sun will keep increasing in
length.

The three-day celebration which begins on the
day of Uttarayan (or Winter Solstice) is very
symbolic. The number three, just like in Sanatan
Dharma, represents three planes of existence among
Romans too — the netherlands (patala), the Earth
(bhuloka) and the heavens (swarga). Over three days
the rise of the sun in each of the three zones was
celebrated.

After therise of Christianity in Rome, especially
among the poor peasants, the nation was in a state of
anarchy and dispute. At this time, the Roman
emperor Constantine I called the First Council of
Nicea in 325 CE. It was a council of Christian
bishops who convened in the Bithynian city of
Nicaea (currently called Iznik, Bursa province,
Turkey), and it was in this council that modern day
Christianity was born. Which books to be included in
the Bible, which books to be left out? — these
important decisions were all taken in this council
after both religious and political scrutiny.
Constantine had been a strong pagan and sun
worshiper before converting to Christianity in 312
CE.

It was in this council that, due to the influence of
Emperor Constantine [, the ancient tradition of “Dies
Natalis Solis Invicti” (Birthday of the Sun God) was
given the overlay of the birthday of the son of God,
Jesus Christ.

Many more concepts were borrowed from the
Roman God Sol and incorporated into the life of
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Jesus Christ. If one looks closely, one theory
connects the Biblical elements of Christ’s life to
those of a sun god. According to the scriptures, Jesus
had 12 followers or “disciples,” which is akin to the
twelve zodiac constellations. When the sun was in
the house of Scorpio, Judas plotted with the chief
priests and elders to arrest Jesus by kissing him. As
the sun exited Libra, it enters into the waiting arms of
Scorpio to be kissed by Scorpio’s bite.

The Winter Solstice and Sanatan Dharma

From the Winter Solstice, the sun enters its
northward movement and in the process, brightens
up the days (as in making days longer). Beginning
from the Winter Solstice to the Summer Solstice is
considered a span of time which has more light, and
this time period is called Uttarayan.

It was believed that people who leave their
mortal body during Uttarayan will attain the abode of
the gods (devas). This finds mention in the
Mahabharata when Bhishma, with arrows pierced in
his body, did not leave his mortal body until the day
of Uttarayan.

Uttarayan has been always associated with the
worship of Surya and Vishnu among Hindus. The

Winter Solstice is considered to be the day when
Vishnu wakes up from his 6 month long sleep.
Vishnu is said to sleep during Dakshinayan (Summer
Solstice to Winter Solstice) and wakes up on the first
day of Uttarayan.

The celebration includes the ringing of bells,
burning of incense and loud chanting so as to wake
up the gods from their 6 months sleep.

taranirvi§vadarsatojyotiskrdasisiirya |
visvamabhasirocanam ||
~Rk Veda, Mandala 1, Hymn 50, Verse 4

In the above verse from Rk Veda, Surya is called
Jyotiskrdasi or the maker of light (jyoti). Thus from
the first day of Uttarayan, the same concept that is
iterated by the Romans, is reiterated by the Hindus —
the rise in the power of the unconquered Sun.

We can celebrate a festival in any way we want.
We can call it by any name we want. We can belong
to any race, religion or creed. However, we cannot
forget that nature came first, man next, and religion
was the invention of man to better understand nature.
Festivals are nothing but an attempt by man to
remember and admire the message of nature. We
should never forget this in our arrogance.
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I Cannot Live Without Books
Rochelle George Wooding

“ [ cannot live without books!”
— Mark Twain

Have you ever smelled the pages of a newly
printed book? It is similar to smelling a new baby just
after it has been brought home by his parents and
lathered with baby oil and baby powder. There is a
distinct fragrance of paper and ink that makes you
smile. Why? Maybe you are the first person to touch
that book after it was born, I mean printed and
distributed in a school library. I caught one of my
students sighing and placing a book on his cheek. I
inquired what he was doing. He said, “My favorite
book! I loved this book so much when I was
younger.” Just smiled at him and thought to myself,
this why I am a librarian! [ want to give my students
the experience of loving books and the absolute joy
ofreading a book.

There is nothing like a new book, or an old book
that you have been looking around the library, home,
or elsewhere to purchase. It makes me smile when
you find it, and if you don't believe it, check your
facial expression when you find, and touch the book
you love and finally located.

A librarian who loves books and the students
and/or patrons can see examples of books and what
they do to a reader. I would share with the students
that sometimes I would have three different books I
read at my home. One would be in the living room by
my big chair; one in the bedroom near my table lamp,
and my Bible/Daily Bread in my purse.

My love of books extends to the new and the old.
I have my books from an early age that brought me
smiles and laughs. My books are a treasure that I
value. I canremember the title of a book that I read
in the 4th grade, Under This Roof. I told myself at
the age of 9 that [ would never forget the title. It gave
me such a picture of family and what one member of
the family could do to keep the family together. The
main character, the older sister of three, worked so
hard to keep her family afloat during a hard winter
season, she had me mesmerized with her abilities.
Books have taught me how to live in this world and
appreciate my family. Books have allowed me to

learn a language, visit countries through reading, and
enjoy a good mystery.

My autographed books by the author are my
treasure too. I remember making my way to the
bookstore on 52nd Street and Lake Park, to listen to
Terry McMillan read Waiting to Exhale. Hearing the
author read their written words was a thrill. [ waited
in line to have the book signed, but my legs gave out.
During my tenure as a librarian, I attended many
meetings, workshops, and conventions where I met
many authors and did get an autographed book. The
Watsons Go to Birmingham, Bud Not Buddy,
Newberry Book winners, by Christopher Curtis,
Chicago Haunts and More Chicago Haunts, by
Ursula Bielski, just a few of the many autographed
books I have in my home library. One book Chicago
in 2010 featured, A Mercy by Toni Morrison the
renowned African-American author and the first 100
people got a free book. Also, there was a free meet
and hear from the author at the Auditorium Theater. I
stood in line for both events and did receive a copy of
her book. If it were not for friends that got to the
theater earlier than I did, I would not have been able
to geta seat. My biggest coup was in Cleveland, Ohio
at the Cuyahoga Community College at the
downtown campus where the author of Roots, Alex
Haley, was introducing his book. I saw, listened, and
asked a question. This was before the movie. I wasa
beginning high school English teacher in a school
where desegregation of schools began with the
teachers in about 1971. I had most of my students
ready to go to Africa with my enthusiasm. We also
read, Things Fall Apart and No Longer at Ease, by a
Nigerian author, Chinua Achebe. [ wonder if any of
them have traveled to Africa?

I continue to make it to book readings and
signings in an effort to purchase the book, newly
printed, and see the author. Some authors do not
match your musings. One of the readings that we had
with old writing groups at the public library was the
time someone asked me to sign my submission.

Yes, I cannot live without books and if you visit
my home, the most items I have are books on
paintings and books on living better and longer, and
volumes of books on every subject.

E



Tl

ESSAYS

A Glorious Defeat
Anjan Roy

[Not many North Americans know that a large
number of the Indian population had taken up arms
in South East Asia to free India from the British rule
and the man who spearheaded that movement, many
consider him the “George Washington of India”, was
Subhas Chandra Bose, respectfully called 'Netaji'
(the revered leader). American Historian Professor
Peter Ward Fay wrote:

“Halfway through the Second World War there
appeared quite unexpectedly in South East Asia
an army, an Indian army; an army with an adored
and indomitable leader by training not a military
man at all; an army that using Malaya as a base,
Burma as a launching pad, and Japan as a
helpmate, tried - even as the war in that part of
the world wound up towards its by then
inevitable close - to throw the British out of
India.”

Ironically, the contribution made by that army to
the cause of India's independence has not been
recognized. Although its efforts failed, it has been
established by many Western historians that this
Army, known as the Azad Hind Fauj or Indian
National Army, left a long lasting influence on the
Indian population, particularly on the British-Indian
Army. History says that the British Administration
became worried with the changing political situation
in India as the public sympathy towards the INA
soldiers and the INA's influence on the Indian
servicemen in the British Army grew steadily after
1945. The reason for which the British hurried to
transfer power and leave India could be found in this
Official Memorandum sent to the Viceroy of India by
Sir Henry Twynam, Governor of Central Provinces:

“I am bound to say that I do feel some
uneasiness as to the attitude which Indian troops
may adopt if called upon to fire on mobs. The
disposition towards a sudden change of attitude
in a tense political atmosphere is present now, |
think, as it was in the days of the Mutiny.”

With the aforementioned prelude, I tried to tell
the story of the beginning of the end of the INA and
how it influenced the British's decision to quit India,

in a very brief way. The names Bose and Netaji are
synonymous]

By the end of February, 1945 it became apparent
that the Indian National Army's (INA) efforts to enter
Imphal from Burma and move deep into India had
failed and it also became obvious that the Japanese
could not hold on to Burma much longer because of
the rejuvenated British-Indian army's advancement
with American assistance. But INA's Netaji Subhas
Chandra Bose did not want to retreat from Burma, he
sought to go to Mount Popa, a steep, isolated 5000-
foot mountain instead, where one of his most trusted
men Lieutenant Colonel Prem Kumar Sahgal of the
INA's 2nd Division was camped. Bose's only wish
was to 'fight the British unto death." Hugh Toye
wrote: “he would lead the INA to victory or death,”
as he had promised his troops that he would be with
them “in darkness and in sunshine, in sorrow and in
joy, in suffering and in victory.”

Bose was in Meiktila in Western Burma at that
time and his fellow officers were vehemently
opposed to his going to Mount Popa. British-
American bombers were bombing the area heavily.
But Bose was adamant. Hugh Toye wrote: his
motivation was: “his soldiers must create such a
legend of heroism and determination that their
countrymen could be inspired to raise the banner of
revolution again in India.” At one point Lieutenant
Colonel Shah Nawaz lost his patience, he told Bose:
“you are proposing to risk your life,” he said, in
effect, “just to show your personal courage, but this
is selfless and you have no rights to do it; your life is
not your own, it is a precious trust for India, held in
our keeping: we are responsible.”

Not only non-stop bombing by the Allied
airplanes, the INA's fighting forces were faced with
multifaceted problems such as, shortage of arms and
ammunition, paucity of food, clothes and shoes,
communication and medical equipment, medicines
and above all non-cooperation from the withdrawing
Japanese. Many of the INA soldiers became sick of
malaria, diarrhea and other ailments. And there were
the problems of desertions. Bose was devastated
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with the news of daily desertions by his soldiers and
officers and their surrender to the British. Bose
ordered shoot at sight for the deserters and arranged
evacuation of sick and injured soldiers. He also
ordered evacuation of the women of the Rani Jhansi
regiment for them to return to their parents. A report
came that an advancing British-Indian armored
column came within 16 miles of Meiktila. Bose
agreed to get away if he could to Pyinmana (on the
way to Rangoon and eventually to Singapore). The
sky was full of enemy planes and the villages of
British spies. Shah Nawaz wrote:

“I filled up the car with grenades and
ammunition.... When we entered the car and
started off [at about 9 a.m.] Netaji was sitting
with a loaded Tommy gun in his lap. Raju
[Bose's doctor] had two hand grenades ready.
The Japanese officer was holding another
Tommy gun and [ had a loaded Bren.... We all
were ready to open fire instantaneously. The
Japanese officer stood on the foot-board of the
car to be on the lookout for enemy aircraft.”

Netaji returned to Rangoon on March 2, after
receiving the news of daily desertions. Nevertheless,
the brave INA soldiers fought bravely here and there,
but most of them died or were taken prisoner. Shah
Nawaz had returned to the front. It may be noted here
that Prem Kumar Sahgal surrendered in Mount Popa
on April 4, 1945. Shah Nawaz and Gurbaksh Singh
Dhillion were captured near Pegu on May 13, 1945.

On April 24, 1945 Netaji set off from Rangoon
by road on the way to Siam (Thailand) and Malaya
with a large contingent of INA officials and the
women of the Rani Jhansi Regiment. Major-General
A. D. Loganathan was left to preside over the INA
surrender in Rangoon with 5000 soldiers. Netaji
arrived in Siam on May 21, 1945. It was an arduous
and dangerous journey, marching mainly under the
darkness at night on foot and partly by train to avoid
enemy bombing. He had offered Captain Lakshmi
Swaminathan to come with his team, but she refused
to leave Burma. She was eventually captured while
hiding in a Gurkha village near Mawchi in early May
1945.

Upon arrival in Singapore, the Azad Hind
Government's cabinet met frequently to discuss
future options of its very existence including the
future of its Netaji. There was no doubt in anybody's
mind that the British agents were looking for Netaji,

dead or alive. In the meantime the Americans
dropped the atom bomb in Hiroshima and Nagasaki
on August 6 and 9, 1945 respectively. On August 10
Japan declared its intention to surrender, which it did
and on August 15, 1945. The USSR declared war
against Japan in August 1945 and entered the Pacific
War. There were not many options left for the Azad
Hind Government to consider, yet they met over and
over again to discuss options:

1. Netaji will stay in Singapore and surrender
to the British Army with all his military and
civil staff.

2. He will stay in Singapore but remain
underground under the protection of his
followers.

3. He will move to Siam and stay in Bangkok
(the King of Siam had actually offered him
a safe sanctuary) disguised as a monk in a
Buddhist monastery, until the dust is
settled.

4. He will fly to Manchuria with his cabinet
colleagues and try to negotiate surrender to
the Russian authorities.

The ‘final decision’, according to S. A. Ayer,
Publicity Manager of the Azad Hind Government,
was “out of Malaya definitely, to some Russian
territory certainly, to Russia itself, if possible. Netaji
conceded that it would be an ‘adventure into the
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unknown’.

The next morning, August 16, 1945, Netaji
signed and issued the following order: “During my
absence from Syonan (Singapore), Major General
M. Z. Kiani will represent the Provisional
Government of Azad Hind.” It may not be out of
place to mention here that arrangements were made
to distribute sufficient money to INA soldiers and
civilians affiliated with the Provisional Government,
to see them through at least six months. He also made
it sure for the five hundred women of the Rani of
Jhansi Regiment camp in Singapore and the forty-
five cadets he had sent to Tokyo for training in the
army and the air force to return to their families with
adequate funds and provisions. That day he arrived at
Bangkok in the afternoon. On August 17, he took off
from Bangkok airport and arrived in Saigon.
According to Leonard Gordon : on August 17, 1945
Netaji arrived in Saigon to find out that there were no
arrangements made by the Japanese for him to move




to Manchuria. It was mid-morning. He went to the
home of an Indian Independent League member,
where he shaved, bathed and went to sleep. But he
was awakened within an hour with word that a plane
was warming up at the airfield. In that plane there
was an army officer named General Tsunamasa
Shidei whose task will be to negotiate the surrender
of Japan's Kwantung Army, and who would
therefore be in a position to introduce Netaji to high-
ranking Russians. Initially, Netaji had requested a
plane for all his Cabinet members to fly together. But
today, he was offered only one seat. Netaji refused to
board the plane and negotiations followed.
Eventually, he was offered one more seat and an
assurance that another plane will be made available
for the rest of his men to fly as soon as possible.
Everybody was in a hurry to get away from Saigon.
Netaji selected Colonel Habib-ur-Rahman to
accompany him, not his old submarine mate Major
Abid Hasan. Per Sugata Bose, he might have picked
Abid Hasan, his submarine voyage companion, but
Habid held the higher military rank and had served as
his deputy chief of staff in Singapore. It was a twin-
engine bomber of the type known as a Sally. The five
members of Netaji's Cabinet who were left behind
were hoping to join their leader in a day or two, but it
was not to be.

The plane carrying Netaji and others landed at
Touraine airfield (now Da Nang) in Vietnam in the
late afternoon on August 17, 1945. The pilot decided
to spend the night there and attempt an over-water
flight to Formosa next morning. At Touraine the
Japanese crew lightened the plane by removing the
machine guns and some of the baggage. At five the
next morning, Saturday the 18th of August, 1945, the
plane took off again with its crew of four, its six
Japanese army officers and two Indians, and arrived
at Taipei six to seven hours later. At Taipei, while the
crew refueled and checked the engines (the port one
ran a little rough), the passengers ate lunch in a tent.
They boarded again about two-thirty in the
afternoon.

Peter Ward Fay wrote: “Bomber or no, the
twelve men plus the remaining baggage and a full
load of fuel were almost more than the Sally, which
was old and tired, could manage. Nearly out of the
runway when at last it lifted into the air, it climbed
steeply, both engines laboring, and at less than a
hundred feet lost the port propeller, which tore loose
with a noise like a backfire. A wing dropped. The

plane dove, stuck the ground, and broke in two.
Shidei, pilot, and copilot died instantly. Habib-ur-
Rahman was knocked unconscious, but regained
consciousness soon and tried to lead Bose out the
back. Baggage blocked their way so they turned and
made for the front, which by now was on fire. Habib
reached the ground safely. Gasoline, however, had
soaked Bose's uniform, the uniform caught, and by
the time he struggled free he was a living torch.
Habib tried to beat the flames out with his hands.
Bose seemed unable to help himself. Habib noticed
that his face was battered and cut.

“Men came in trucks and carried the survivors to
an army hospital. There Japanese doctors did what
they could for Subhas Chandra .....He had third-
degree burns over most of this body.... For several
hours he was conscious and quite clear in the head,
though in terrible pain. Then he sank into a coma.
Habib, who was lying the same room with burns on
hands and arms, told Ayer later that Netaji spoke to
him before he died. “Habib,” Ayer's rendering goes,
“I have fought all my life for my country's freedom. I
am dying for my country's freedom. Go and tell my
countrymen to continue the fight.” Fay continued: “it
is possible Bose never spoke at all. But we can agree
with Leonard Gordon that these were the words he
would have wished to say, and would have prepared
himself to say... He died between nine and ten that
evening. It was still Saturday, the 18th (of August,
1945).

Let us look at Sugata Bose's book: “He (Netaji)
stood outside the plane with clothes burning and
tried to unbuckle the belts of his bushcoat round his
waist. Habib's hands were burned in the process of
trying to help him. As he was fumbling with the belts,
he looked up and his heart nearly stopped when he
saw Netaji's face, “battered by iron and burnt by
fire.” A few minutes later, they both lay down
exhausted on the ground of Taipei's airfield..... The
next thing Habib knew, he was lying on a hospital
bed next to Netaji. For the next six hours, Netaji
slipped in and out of consciousness. During those
hours he never once complained about the
wrenching pain he must have been suffering. In a
delirious moment, he called for Abid Hasan. “Hasan
yahan nahi hain, Sab, main hun, Habib” (Hasan is
not here, Sir, I am Habib) - Habib-ur-Rahman
explained to him.

Netaji told Habib in Hindustani what Ayer had
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quoted as saying that he had fought for his country,
etc....Atabout nine that evening, Netaji's mortal end
came, peacefully.” Habib tried to fly Netaji's body
either to Singapore or to Tokyo. But it did not
happen. At last Habib had to consent to a cremation
in Taipei. The cremation took place on August 20;
Netaji's ashes were placed in an urn and kept in the
Nishi Honganji temple, close to the hospital. On
September 5, Habib boarded an ambulance plane in
Taipei with Netaji's mortal remains, on his journey to
Japan. The urn was eventually taken to Renko-ji
temple in Tokyo.

There have been controversies, as Ayer had
predicted, about the death of this revered Indian
leader. Many people still believe that Netaji survived
that plane crash and went hiding. But, why would the
Japanese lie? Most importantly, why Habib-ur-
Rahman would lie? To this writer, the more
important issue today is to examine the fruits of
Netaji's efforts. There is no denying the facts that the
British left India because of the influence of Azad
Hind Fauj (AHF) on the Indian armed forces. The
British administration could not trust the Indian
army any longer after 1945, which had been the
backbone of'its power. This writer hopes that one day
AHF's contribution to India's freedom would be
recognized and the thousands of men and women
who died fighting the British to free India under the
banner of Azad Hind Fauj will be honorably
remembered and given due place in the country's
history. Can there be an “Azad Hind Gate” built in
Kolkata, similar to the “Victory Gate” in Paris,
initiated by Napoleon Bonaparte, to pay belated
homage to the fallen Heroes of Azad Hind Fauj? Jai
Hind!

Author's Note: 1. Professor Peter Ward Fay
obtained his PhD in History from Harvard

University and taught History at the California
Institute of Technology. He also taught at the IIT
Kanpur for 2 years. He did extensive research on the
subject and personally interviewed some of the INA
survivors including Lakshmi Swaminathan Sahgal,
Prem Kumar Sahgal. 2. Professor Sugata Bose (son
of Sisir Kumar Bose) teaches History at Harvard
University and personally interviewed many INA
survivors including Habib-ur-Rahman, Abid Hasan,
S.A. Ayer, Lakshmi Swaminathan Sahgal, Prem
Kumar Sahgal. 3. Hugh Toye was a British
Intelligence Officer posted in South East Asia during
the Second World War and personally interrogated
many of the INA prisoners of war captured in 1945.
4. Professor Leonard Gordon taught History at
Brooklyn College, The City University of New York;
Associate Director of the South Asian Institute,
Columbia University, etc. He is an award-winning
writer.
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A Journey With No Return
Mohan S. Kharbanda

From time immemorial, we were people of
Chenab River — one of the five rivers of Punjab,
India. Chenab holds a special place in every
Punjabi’s psyche. Its very name, Moon River in
English, and folklore about tragic loves on its banks
(Heer & Ranja, Sohini & Mahiwal) associate the
river with mythical romantic powers. My father was
born in Gajj Da Kot across one bank of Chenab and
my mother in Chaniott on the other. My grandparents
moved downriver to Lyallpur after the English
governor of the state, Sir Charles James Lyall,
founded it.

I was born in Lyallpur in 1946. The family had
by then long put down roots in the new city and
become affluent. Our family lived in a large estate in
Lyallpur with multiple floors and bedrooms. One of
the significant features of our house was modern
plumbing that included a Western flushable toilet—a
novel feature in late 1930s.

I'was 18 months old when India was partitioned.
The story below is what I have learned from my
family.

In early August 1947, a train of half-alive
Muslim refugees arrived in what is now Pakistan.
They told a harrowing tale of murder, arson and rape
on the other side. The Muslims of Lyallpur vowed
revenge. Later that month occurred the great
massacre of the Hindus and the Sikhs of Lyallpur.
Sikhs were especially singled out. They could be
easily spotted.

That week, a neighborhood near ours was
attacked by amob, led by a Muslim Sub-Inspector. In
the evening, the family could see a huge wall of
smoke and flame rising to the sky. Throughout that
night Muslim groups armed with guns, pistols,
spears, hatchets, and bamboos wandered about the
streets attacking and setting fire to the Hindu and
Sikh owned shops.

As the week advanced, panic buying by Sikhs
and Hindus pushed up prices for gold, weapons,
horses, and horse carriages. Prices doubled every
day.

My father was on the Indian side for business
and chartered a plane to fly our extended family out
of Lyallpur. In the evening, we left in various horse
carriages called tongas. Not all could fit in the
carriages, which were soon overflowing. My older
brother, 13 at the time, had a new bicycle and had me
sit on the bar and hold onto the handle while he
steadied me with one hand. My father walked beside
us.

As we approached the canal bridge, we saw
murdered Sikhs lying on the canal banks. My father,
unsure if we would make it safely, gave some of his
money to my brother and asked him to bicycle off if
we were to encounter amob.

When we approached the plane, there was
pandemonium. The pilot had taken money from the
rich among the people at the airport and had already
filled the plane. My father, who had chartered the
plane and paid in advance, was furious. He boarded
the plane with my uncle to argue with the pilot but the
pilot shut the plane door and the plane took off with
my father and uncle. We were stranded on the
tarmac.

With the plane gone, we returned to the house. It
was hot in the noon Punjab sun. Mobs were more
active in the evenings when it was cooler and we
made ithome safely.

That week, with the situation worsening, our
local community issued instructions to all the
residents to jump from the rooftops to the next house
and then to the following until they reached the
safety of our neighborhood Gurudwara. Women
were instructed to wear at least two dresses and hide
gold jewelry on their persons. My mother, in our
father’s absence, did not sleep and moved to the top
floor terrace in the evenings to keep vigilance.

In fear, we waited for our father’s return. Two
days later there was an announcement by the police
that they could not protect us. They asked that
Hindus and Sikhs either leave for India or assemble
at Khalsa College by 4PM, which was set up as a
refugee camp. My mother resisted the move — she
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wanted to wait for father’s return. There were no
phones or other means of communication then and
our father may not have found us had we left for the
refugee camp.

That evening as my mother began to cook for us,
my father suddenly appeared at the house and said
with urgency that we had to leave for Khalsa College
right away. It was past 4PM. He had bought railway
tickets for us but the railway station was not safe
since he had heard the sound of bullets and found
Sikhs and Hindus pouring out in the hundreds from
the direction of the station as his train arrived in
Lyallpur. Apparently Muslim guards had taken over
the train station. There was no time to pack or discuss
itfurther. The horse carriage was waiting outside.

The refugee camp at Khalsa College was safer
when we arrived but earlier, the Baluch army had
molested and abducted a few young girls and looted
the refugees of their gold and cash. Sikhs and Hindus
decided to kill their young wives and daughters if
there was a danger of abduction again.

The college was not set up to house such a large
number. It was unhygienic and wretched. Some
children fell ill but I was spared. Most did not sleep
much at night. We heard distant drums beating all
night long, and sometimes the air was pierced by the
dreaded cry of ‘YaAli.’

My sister, about 5 years old at the time, recalls
that one of her earliest memories is of watching
mother cook food for the family in the camp making
use of makeshift bricks and firewood. This was an
early indication of the deprivation and hardship the
family would endure for the next two decades.

In the camp we learned that our house was
sealed to protect it from the looters. It also meant that
it was already earmarked for a police officer or a
politician. We were at the camp for roughly three
weeks. Sporadically, buses were arranged at
exorbitant prices to take refugees to the new Indian
border. There was a mad rush to board the buses
when they arrived. It cost Rs 600/head (current
prices over Rs100,000) for the bus ride— a very large
fortune in those days. In the melee my brother and
sister, 13 and 10 respectively, boarded a bus for
Amritsar. It left before anyone else from the family
could board. Many families were separated and it
took months before they were reunited.

While still stationed at the refugee camp, and
after the bloodletting had diminished, we were

informed that a military convoy was headed to
Amritsar. We walked to the place where the convoy
was to commence. We reached it quite late and the
night was pitch dark. We were informed that the
departure was being delayed until 4AM due to
security concerns.

Mother decided to put us to sleep and went to the
camp to fetch some blankets so that my siblings and
could sleep on top of them rather than on the floor. It
was a dark night and she discovered that she had
followed a wrong distant light and had reached a
place called ‘Clock Tower’, where she was
confronted by military. She was threatened to turn
back else she would be shot down. Trembling with
fear, she somehow found her way back to the place
where the convoy was to commence the next
morning.

The next morning, the convoy commenced on
the route to Amritsar. There was a mad rush again and
not enough room on the military vehicles. Some of
our extended family and my second oldest sister
were able to board and left for Amritsar.

My parents and the remainder of the family lefta
few days later. It was slow moving. We saw caravans
moving in both directions. They consisted of
thousands of refugees who walked 8-10 people
abreast. Some brought their livestock with them. On
route to Amritsar, the family saw a well filled with
dead bodies of women who had plunged in alive to
save their honor. It was said, with Punjabi
hyperbole, that our beloved Chenab River was red in
color for days due to the wounded and dying floating
bodies.

It was the longest August for our family but at
the end of the month we were rejoined at the family
shop in Amritsar. But not everyone was so fortunate.
My aunt (mother’s sister) was killed, along with her
family, except for one son who survived by faking
death. His was a harrowing tale. He survived for two
months - alternately sheltered by Muslim friends and
hunted by others before he made a safe passage to
India. During his hiding, he heard rumors that his
sisters were abducted and alive. We made attempts to
locate them but never found them. This remained a
private wound for my mother.

For months after we moved to Amritsar, the
news ofkillings and losses continued to come.

sk ok skoskok koo

Our father’s friend offered to have us stay on the
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first floor of his house. Stress, and hygiene
conditions took their toll and most of us, including
me, were sick and down with diarrhea. One of my
sisters had typhoid. My younger brother was born in
this house.

My early memories began to take shape around
this time. Golden Temple, as we know it today, is
usually crowded. However back then, it was
crowded several times over with hardly room to
move. It was a much sought after place by every
refugee even two years after partition.

Two generations have passed since partition but
I know that we were shaped by its aftermath for
better and ill. We experienced many moves
(Amritsar, Jaghadhari, Bombay, Saharanpur and
then back to Bombay) in the next four years, a period
of general uncertainty and deprivation. My father
tried his hand at businesses but they were not to
succeed. He sold the shop, mother’s jewelry and
eventually became an accountant for Rs 80/M. Later
my older brother, still in his teens, joined the same
company. My eldest uncle assisted us financially
when required.

Later we moved to Jagadhari to try our luck in
business again and lived with my grandparents in a
tiny room. When that did not succeed, the family
split for a few years. Father and the older two
brothers moved to Bombay and my mother and the
younger siblings moved to a house allotted to us for
refugee settlement in Amritsar. I was eleven years
old before we could afford to all live together again.

During this time, my older brother and sister,
after they finished tenth grade, became
schoolteachers at new schools for refugees. One
brother worked as a ticket checker for the Indian
Railways. My sister and [ bound books part time. We
were ten brothers and sisters and it was tough for the
two brothers in the middle to study with multiple
moves and schools in different states with their own
medium of instructions. But the family continued to
sacrifice and persevere and had the younger ones
focus on studies. Over the years, with help from
scholarships and part time work, eight of us armed
ourselves with college degrees and found ourselves a

part of the emerging Indian urban middle class. My
four older siblings stayed in teaching positions so
that the younger ones could pursue professional
careers in sciences.

I was perhaps the Iluckiest and finished
engineering at IIT and in 1971 moved to the United
States for an MBA with a bank loan guaranteed by a
family friend who had done well.

skoskokoskokokk

In my teens, I used to wake up with nightmares
but I also know that my story is only one of roughly
14 million. Studies in the West have shown that
refugees the world over, like abused children, suffer
from high cortisol (a stress hormone) and blood
pressure. Muslims suffered equally. There were no
winners. We were all a part of the largest migration in
human history. One caravan alone had 400,000,
refugees, so large in sheer number that it took about
12 hours to pass a given spot on its route. A million
perished. In six weeks, half as many Indians and
Pakistanis lost their lives as Americans did in four
years of WWIL.

India has forgotten about partition but it is alive
in the lives of people who made this journey with no
return. My siblings and I were denied childhood. Our
pre-partition wealth has eluded us but we don’t crave
it. Partition has been a terrible reminder as to how
terribly delicate is the fabric of civilization, of the
vigilance required to protect it and of the painstaking
work of mending it once it has been torn. It is a lesson
we were supposed to have learned after Nazi
Germany but it has been repeated after partition in
Bosnia, Rwanda and the Middle East. Perhaps we are
fated to forget and relearn. On a positive note,
partition has forged among us work ethic, frugality,
facing adversity with courage and a strong sibling
bond.

I know the defining moment of my history is
receding with each passing year. The next generation
has its own sensibilities where partition is just a
footnote. Perhaps it is for the better. We have made
ourselves anew as each generation must. Wish the
parents had lived to see it.
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Black Pearl
Mekhala Banerjee

One summer afternoon the sky was clear blue
with patches of white clouds here and there.

The sun was generous, which is very uncommon
in Chicago. Mira loves this kind of day like
everybody else, but today she is in a very bitter
mood. As soon as Nicole, her babysitter, called she
knew something was wrong.

“Hallo, how are they doing?” she asked.
“What? Could you please talk a little slow?*
She couldn't realize what she was saying.

Nicole replied “I got a job, so from tomorrow
on, I can'tcome.”

She hung up. Mira burst into tears with anger.

Jim, in his forties, a sincere doctor who still
loves research and a compassionate guy as a boss,
came out of his office to talk to her about the new
project. “What happened? A babysitter problem
again? You have to solve this; otherwise it is hard to
finish anything on time. ”

She noticed a little annoyance in his tone. She
couldn't defend herself because this was not the first
or second time. She took couple of minutes to
compose her thoughts.

“I will work evening hours after my husband
comes home, just give me a week, I promise, I will
find a steady babysitter.”

Jim explained the work and left without much
discussion. After he left, Mira started to run the
sample, but her mind wasn't there at all. Her dark big
eyes became full of tears with the reflection of sweet
home atmosphere. Both of their parents' houses
were full of people, housemaids and servants, just
like a mega family. Her daughter, being the first
grandchild, got enormous attention from everybody,
she barely knew her mom or dad. Over there
neighbors always stopped by to say “hallo”.

Every day her brother-in-law Rabin after having
tea and “luchi” (fried flat bread) after coming from

work, used to say “Boudi (sister-in-law), feed my
cute niece and dress her up. [ will take her out.”

Mira knew she was free for the whole evening.

They had a competition between brothers and
sisters who will take the baby out to show her off to
their friends.

She came to this country couple of years ago
with her husband and little daughter along with a bag
full of hope and joy. She didn't expect all this. It
should be a lot easier, rather than this. Her former
babysitter finally left; it was a blessing in disguise.
Every other day she had a serious reason for not
showing up. Mira was desperate to find a babysitter
for her six-month-old son and maybe for his seven-
year-old sister, that would be optimal. Mira's boss
was nice enough about it for a while, but finally he
said that either Mira find a reliable babysitter or he
had to find a more productive employee. This was
perfectly understandable to Mira, he needed to have
the results of her work by a specific deadline.

She walked home thinking about all the possible
places to look for a babysitter, without enjoying the
blooming bushes, or planning which flowers to plant
next year. On the way she picked up several ads, and
couldn't wait to call.

As soon as she entered her building, their super
Mr. Richardson welcomed her, asking about the kids.
He wore his usual working clothes, a plaid shirt and
jeans.

She collapsed, saying, “Please rescue me from
the crisis, do you know anybody? Otherwise I have
to quit.”

She was so tense she wasn't clear about what she
said.

“Calm down, tell me what's the problem. Let me
see whether I can solve it,” he smiled. Six feet tall, a
strongly built German descendant, he and his wife
were very nice, always with a helping attitude.

Mira took a couple of deep breaths and told him
about the nightmare situation. That day was the last
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day for her old babysitter. Mira had a couple of ads in
her hand, but she didn't know if any would work out.

After listening to all her worried explanations,
Mr. Richardson smiled in his usual way. “Don't
worry, [ know one girl in our church. She seems very
nice, and she was asking me about some kind of job.
I will tell her to call you.” He consoled Mira in a
fatherly voice.

Mira desperately said “Please don't forget;
thanks so much,” and took the elevator to her 5" floor
apartment. She opened the door, and saw Nicole, the
babysitter was waiting to leave. Mira hugged the
baby, said hello to her daughter, deeply immersed in
TV. She had to say “Hi” to Nicole and gave her the
check for her work though Mira didn't like paying
her this much. She didn't even show up two days this
week and left early three days last week. Well, it's
overnow, in away it's arelief, Mira thought.

Nicole left. Mira sat down on the sofa by her
daughter with the baby in her lap, staring at the TV
screen without noticing at all. She came back to her
senses by her daughter's shouting “Mom look” then
bursting into a laugh. Mira woke up from her
worried thoughts. She wiped teardrops from her
cheek. What a bad fate she had.

“No I shouldn't waste time,” she thought to
herself, and she put the baby down, played with her
daughter's hair a bit, then went to the phone. She
took the ads from her purse and sat at the dining
table, on one side of her living room, so she could
keep an eye on the baby.

She started: “Hello I am calling for a
babysitter...No it's too far [ can't drop the baby in the
morning,” and hungup. She called at least five or six
numbers. No luck so far. She started to get annoyed.
OK this is the last one, then [ have to start cooking.

She murmured, “Hello I am looking...” “You
talk to my daughter,” the lady said in broken English
with a heavy Oriental accent.

“OK, give the phone to your daughter.” Mira
talked to her and felt relieved, she was a Japanese
lady who stays with her daughter, but the problem
was she couldn't start right away.

“Well,” Mira thought, “Maybe I could take days
off here and there, go to work early, or work part-
time, bla bla bla - at least I found somebody I want.

She'll be available in only two weeks, I can manage
somehow.”

“Ohno,” she jumped when she heard the time on
TV. She had to start cooking, her husband would be
home in a couple of hours. “Thank God he comes
late” she thought.

She heard knocking at the door, and said “Who
isit?”

Then they heard the familiar voice of Mr.
Richardson. Mira greeted him with “Come in.”

He replied “No, I was about to sit down to
dinner, and all of a sudden I remembered my promise
toyou. Hereisthe girl's phone number.”

Then he left, and didn't wait for Mira's sincere
thank you. But he heard it through the elevator
doors. Mira didn't wait to call the number. But no
one was there.

“Well tomorrow is Saturday, I can call then.
Friday night, no one stays home, especially the
young people,” her husband always says.

She went back to her kitchen, keeping an eye on
her kids. Her daughter was playing with her brother.
Mira finished her rice, chicken curry, lentil and
spinach dishes. Then they heard the door. Her
husband came in. Pretty soon they started dinner,
with the baby in the high chair. Mira told the whole
babysitter story to Dilip, her husband. She couldn't
wait. After all the cleaning was finished they went to
bed. Mira couldn't sleep at first, then she dreamt the
babysitter turned her down.

She woke up in a cranky mood. Even before
having breakfast, she called the number Mr.
Richardson gave her. After a couple of rings, she got
worried.

“Hello” said a woman's voice.

Mira said “Hello. I am Mira. Mr. Richardson
gave me your phone number. Would you like to
babysit?”

“Sure,” replied the voice, “When do you want
me to start? [ can come today to meet you.”

“Wonderful!” Mira wanted to dance. She didn't
expect this quick and easy solution. She couldn't
wait to see her new sitter. Mira woke everybody up,
and finished breakfast. She wanted to get busy so
time would pass faster. Finally she heard the door
buzzer.
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“Whoisit?” called Mira.
“It's Doris, I'm supposed to come to meet you.”

Mira pushed the buzzer, then opened the door,
waiting for Doris. Those couple of minutes seemed
like an hour.

“Oh no!” Mira couldn't figure out from the
accent on the phone if the person is black or white.
She was disappointed looking at her, a tall, slim,
African American girl neatly dressed in a skirt and
sweater. She was a young girl in her twenties.

“Come in, have a seat.” She welcomed Doris
anyway. They both sat down, so Mira could find out
about her. Mira was even more upset, when she
learned Doris worked in a hotel at night.

Mira looked pale, talking casually. “Where do
you live?” she asked. “I need somebody at home at
least by eight.”

“No problem, I get off from work at 7:00, so I
will be here by eight. Iwon't go home from work.”

About an hour later Doris left. Mira told her
husband, “I didn't like her, the place she lives sounds
like a real slum. Not only that, she works at the hotel
atnight.”

Dilip replied. “But she sounds ok to me, she is a
telephone operator.”

“That's what she said,” Mira replied with a
caustic tone. “She wouldn't say what she actually
does.”

“But,” Dilip said calmly. “Why would a person
lie, first of all, and secondly, if she is a bad person,
she wouldn't look for a babysitting job.”

“Well,” Mira sighed, relieving a deep breath. “I
don't have a choice right now, but after two weeks,
that Japanese lady will start.”

Mira went to take care of her son. Dilip had to
take her daughter to swimming. Saturday and
Sunday passed the usual way. Monday morning
came, and before Mira had a chance to worry, the
doorbell rang.

“Who is it?”” Mira even forgot that the babysitter
could come on time.

Doris entered with a big smile on her face. Mira
kept talking and showing Doris what to do. Finally

she left full of worry that Doris would sleep all day
long, and she was sure something bad would happen
toherson. She called home almost every halfhour.

Nothing happened the first day. Every day
afterward she came home thinking that she could
find something wrong so she could fire Doris. No,
nottoday. Eventually two weeks passed without any
incident. The last day Mira paid Doris the same
amount she was paying to her former babysitter.
Doris didn't complain. Mira was happy to tell Doris
that she found another person who will charge a lot
less, and that money was a big matter to them at that
time.

“Oh my God,” thought Mira, she didn't expect
this at all. Doris said she wouldn't mind getting less
pay, but she absolutely needed the job. Mira was
confused, she didn't know what to do now. She
couldn't come up with another excuse. Doris kept
saying she had lots of loans she had to pay back.

“OK I will call you on Sunday. I have to talk to
my husband,” said Mira.

She was trying hard to let Doris go. Mira closed
the door, sat down and called the Japanese lady. She
said she'd start on Monday. Oh, that made Mira is
extremely happy. Finally she told her husband the
whole exciting story, how she finally gotrid of Doris.

“Oh, not again,” Mira thought, when Dilip told
her to keep Doris.

“Why? Idon't know what she does at the hotel.
On the other hand, this old lady is very nice could be
justlike our mother.” Mira was persistent.

Dilip nodded his head. “If you want, you can
take the Japanese lady, but you are not doing the right
thing. You are assuming everything you think about
Doris, and thatis notright.”

So it went on and on, the young couple's
argument over their babysitter.

Dilip's view was rational. “Doris needs money,
and the elderly woman lives with her daughter. She
doesn't need money that badly. You should not do
any injustice. The poor girl trying hard to be honest,
you should give her the job.”

Finally Dilip won. Mirasaid “OK, I will try two
more weeks and if I see anything wrong, that's it.”




And believe it or not, that two weeks never
ended. Mira loved Doris so much she wouldn't let
her go for four years. Finally her son needed to play
with other kids at some preschool. Doris taught
Mira's daughter good behavior, and read them good
books all the time. Finally Mira had to move, she
and her children couldn't hold back their tears.

Every year for the next several years Doris sent a
birthday card for the kids with some gifts. She was a
poor girl trying to make ends meet, but had a very
rich soul. Mira thinks about Doris sitting in the
porch of her new house. Once Mira bought a very
pretty white dress for Doris.

She was very happy but said, “I won't wear the
pretty white dress, because I'll save it for my
wedding.” She was a pure girl, in her mind, in her
character.

Mira heard all her stories, of growing up, it was a
typical poor neighborhood. All kinds of problems
were around, everything we see on the news. Mira
thinks that proverb is so true, “Don't judge a book by
its cover.” She is a genuine pearl and needs no
description.

Itis almost three decades later. Still Mira and her
two kids, now adults, sing the Christmas song taught
by Doris. “On the first day of Christmas my true love
gave to me----"

It was so beautiful then, now it brings a joyous
resonance in their hearts where still hangs a portrait
of a big-eyed girl with a sweet smile. She herselfis a
woman over 50 now. Someday maybe their hope will
come true.

Is This Bliss?
Kathy Powers

The mastery of energy
The power of a mantra
The beauty of humanity
The honesty of passion

I feel pulses of my life
My not-dead-yet beliefs
Strong brainy wisdom freely flows

My love, hypomania

These blameless, happy impulses
Spur me on a course

To help myself and others now
Whilst I remain untouched

Oh yes, I always take my meds

I skip along steep cliffs

To me, I'm soaring with the breeze
With persistent connectedness.
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Guavas Grow Near Juba — A Memoir

Bakul Banerjee

“No matter how thin you slice it, there will always be two sides.”

My meager luggage, a rolling but wobbly carry-
on suitcase, was packed and standing next to the
door. It was heavy, but my backpack sitting next to it
still had enough room to stuff my purse in it before
boarding the plane. A maximum of two pieces of
carry-on luggage that's the rule for my travel. [ was
heading out to London from O'Hare. Sixteen pockets
of my travel vest were filled with other essentials.
The dispatcher from the taxi company suggested that
the driver should pick me up three and half hours
before the departure time of all international flights.
That was fine with me because I could never sleep
the night before any big trip.

Through the haze of dawn I noticed that the taxi
was on the driveway fifteen minutes ahead of time.
Back in the kitchen I gulped down the last few drops
of the coffee, but the doorbell rang. A very tall and
substantial man was standing at the door.

“Good morning.” He reached for the suitcase
and slung my backpack across his shoulder. I rushed
back to the kitchen to put on my coat. By the time |
closed the door and ran out, he was about to close the
trunk with the backpack inside.

“May I have my backpack - inside the car with
me?” | asked. Taking it out of the trunk, he handed it
to me as I tried to put the seatbelt on. I hadn't had a
chance to see his full face yet, but felt his significant
presence. In the blue light of dawn, his deep black
skin had taken the hue of indigo blue. Where had I
seen that skin tone? I remembered the picture of the
Lord Krishna, my favorite deity, strategically placed
in our hallway to the garage so that I could see his
benevolent face playing the flute every time I had to
go out to the car. The taxi driver had exactly the same
complexion. I always thought that Indian artists
painted Lord Krishna and Lord Rama in rather
unrealistic colors, but the skin of a black man from
the African continent could also take on that same
blue hue under certain light.

— Baruch Spinoza

His clean navy blue polyester suit looked bluer.
It had been a while since I met a suited taxi driver. As
he got into the driver's seat I could see the right side
of'his face.

“How do you plan to pay?” He asked as he
turned his face partially toward me.

“With my credit card.” I answered
mechanically, then I noticed for the first time a set of
deep horizontal scars on his forehead. It was as if
somebody had held his head against a burning grill,
the kind of cooking grills commonly used by north
Indian street food vendors. I was curious and eager to
start a conversation, but kept quiet until we got out of
my neighborhood.

“Whatis yourname?” I asked.
“David,” he answered.

“Where are you from?”’ I had to ask.
“From South Sudan,” he replied.
“War is still going on there. Isn'tit?”

“It is not so bad now, but it was very bad when I
left.”

“When did you come to the US?” I could not
help but ask. A few months ago, I had read some
internet stories about mass murders committed by
the Sudanese People's Liberation Army (SPLA)
starting in 1983. Victims were mostly Christians who
lived in rural villages in the southern part of Sudan.
Many of the orphaned children were able to escape.
They walked to faraway Ethiopia first, then migrated
to Kenya. This migration continued till 2005. They
became known as the lost boys of South Sudan to the
aid workers in the camps.

“About twelve years ago,” he replied. That was
approximately the year of 2005, about the time when
several lost boys, now young men, resettled in big
cities in the US, including Chicago.
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“I came from India more than forty years ago. |
wanted to study in a big university here.” I shared my
story with him hoping that he would reciprocate with
his own, which was bound to be far more interesting
than mine.

“Oh! That was a long time ago.”

“Yes, but, as you know, time flies. This country
has been good to me and to my children. How about
you? Do you like it here?” I said.

“Yes, it is OK, but South Sudan is much better.”
I was somewhat surprised by the tentative undertone
in his voice. If my calculations were correct, this
middle-aged man in front of me was one of those lost
boys. Of course, immigrant hearts ache for their birth
countries.

“What do you miss about your birth country?” I
probed.

“Itis pretty and green all the time. I miss the fruit
trees everywhere,” David said.

“What kind of fruits?” I asked. Although quite
fluent in speaking English, he had difficulty in
translating the names of the fruits. Since Chennai in
India and South Sudan share approximately the same
latitude, I started rattling off the names of popular
fruits in Chennai.

“Mango? Jackfruit? Guava?” I suggested.

“Yes, yes, guavas,” he said, and after a pause,
“Mangoes too.”

“I like mangoes and guavas.” [ said with
trepidations. “Are you a Christian?”’

“Yes, lam. And you?”

“I was born a Hindu.” I replied while trying to
get a closer look at his forehead in the rearview
mirror.

“That is good. Hindus are good. They don't
bother others.”

“Thank you. We try to be good. Our scriptures
teachus to be good unconditionally.”

“I do not know if this country will remain safe
for people like me for long,” he replied.

The traffic became heavy at that point.
Suddenly, his phone rang.

“Pardon me, Miss. I have to take this call,” he
said as he began talking in a foreign language. That
was an interesting change, I thought. During my last
few trips in limos and taxis, I had Indian drivers.
Almost all of them carried on non-stop loud
conversations in Hindi or Gujrati with their friends,
ignoring my discomfort. I had a feeling that they
knew I might understand their conversations.
Perhaps, being an Indian woman, I was invisible to
them. Therefore, they could be disrespectful. I
laughed at myself thinking about my earlier
statement of being good unconditionally.

“Sorry, Miss.” His animated voice brought me
back to the present. “That was a call from my brother
in Sudan. I bought a farm there and my family lives
on it. It is the harvest season. I sent money to pay the
temporary workers, but my lazy brother did not go to
the bank at the right time. Now, the workers are
threatening to take up another job. It might ruin the
harvest.”

“Do you have a big family there?”

“Yes. Many of us returned to our village after the
war. | visit my mother there as much as I can.”

“That's great. Just before the call, you
mentioned that you don't feel safe here anymore.
Please tell me why.”

“Let me tell you a true story. Last week, nuns
who helped me to settle here came to see me. They
helped a Sudanese family, supposed to be a Christian
one persecuted by the Muslim majority, to emigrate
recently. Nuns found them a place to stay, gave them
things for home and money. They also found the
woman ajob in an office. Recently, they went to visit
the woman at her workplace with a belated Easter
gift basket. The woman was wearing a Hijab and told
the nuns that she would not accept gifts from
Christians because she was observing Ramadan.”
His voice trailed off as the taxi approached the
O'Hare airport. Another car was about to cut in front
ofhim.

“How could the family fool the nuns from the
charities?” I blurted out.

“That is easy. One can find many Bibles in
hotels all over Africa. They study the book and
pretend to be Christians. The nuns sponsored them
believing that they were being persecuted in Sudan,
just like me. How can [ feel safe here when people
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whose family members probably killed my people
are coming here telling lies and getting benefits? The
nuns were quite upset with me. I tried to tell another
nun about this family earlier, but she did not believe
me.” Although he told the story in a matter-of-fact
tone, the anguish in David's voice was unmistakable.
There was along pause.

As we passed under the signs of departure
terminals, we busied ourselves with the business of
payment, exchanging charge cards and receipts. In
spite of the occasional traffic jams on the way, I had
plenty of time left before boarding.

In front of the British Airways terminal, David
took out my luggage. As he helped me out of the taxi,
I took time to let the picture of the old scars from
burnt flesh splashed across the forehead of this hulk
of a man sink inside my brain. He probably
sustained that injury while fleeing from SPLA
soldiers. He carried my luggage inside.

As I ambled toward the check-in desk, I took
time to digest David's story. I knew that most
charitable organizations did take in Muslim refugees

routinely. Just last week, one of my friends told the
story about how her church welcomed a Muslim
family. Since I had no way of validating David's
story, | had to accept it. I could not deny David's
perceived threat. If [ had to take the story on its face
value, I should also feel threatened. I travel around
the streets of Chicago in my Indian outfits, and often
perform worship in empty Hindu temples where |
leave the doors open according to our religious
customs. | concluded that the nuns were upset not
because the woman was Muslim, but because of the
lies they were subjected to, coupled with the deceit
and egregious display of thanklessness.

I had to turn my attention to something positive
and remembered the trees laden with guava fruits in
my family's orchard in Varanashi, India. Those fruits
grew from small sizes like large marbles into large
globes within a week. That accelerated rate of
growth always amazed me. [ wondered if David and
other young boys were able to sustain themselves
eating guavas, at least for a few weeks, during their
long walks when danger and betrayal waited for
them at every corner.

To Grandmother's House

Shreya Datta (11th Grade)

Alas ends our eighteen-hour journey
Luckily the flight landed early
Searching for the luggage we stowed
To Grandmother's house we go

To navigate the narrow streets

Requires skills that only the rickshawala meets
Keeping patience as the traffic slows

To Grandmother's house we go

We catch sight of the mango trees
And don't feel as if we're overseas
Basking in the summer glow

To Grandmother's house we go

She stands at the front door

And embraces us till we can take no more
Smelling her saree's sweet lavender scent
To Grandmother's house we went
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The Last Lesson
Jill Charles

The grain elevator was the tallest building in
town. At sunset it cast a shadow over the Best Flour
parking lot and the Methodist Church, all the way up
Main Street. Ryegrass darkened early but Lila Blake
stayed up late.

Lila looked out the window of the ice cream
shop at the golden sky, the rolling hills of wheat and
woods beyond it. The metallic shadow of the mill
dominated the horizon.

Lila's mother and father both worked at the mill.
Her dad had unloaded trucks of wheat from local
farms and loaded wheat, white and pastry flour onto
trucks and even train cars pulling up onto tracks
beside the mill. Her parents had met at the mill, Mom
smiling behind the front desk, Dad in flour-dusted
overalls and a union T-shirt asking her out for pie on
their first date. Twenty-three years and three kids
later they were still together and still in the same
jobs. Tucker, their oldest son, worked with Dad on
the loading dock.

“Listen to the train,” Lila said to Wallaby and
Roo.

The blond brother and sister gazed out beyond
the grain elevator where the brown and green
boxcars chugged along.

Their mom was Professor Hobbes; her first
name was Sunflower but Lila always called her “Ms.
Hobbes” or “Ma'am.” She taught evening
anthropology classes at State College three nights a
week as well as high school history during her
children's school day.

Lila had worked as a nanny for the Hobbes
family for three years now, since she was fourteen,
and baby-sat Wallaby and Roo since she was twelve.
Lila liked being the oldest for a change, able to give
Wallaby and Roo directions as she never could with
her older siblings Tucker and Jolene athome.

“Roo, Wallaby, do you want to go to Patterson
Park and play on the swings?”

“Yeah! Yeah!”

The streetlights weren't on yet. It was May and
starting to stay light until almost nine. Patterson
Park was on their way home, only five blocks from
the Hobbes house.

Wallaby and Roo rushed down the street
pausing only a few seconds at each crosswalk. Few
cars were out at seven in the evening, except some
teenagers cruising. Lila caught up to Wallaby and
Roo at a crosswalk as a white pickup truck full of
high school boys slowed down. Ryan Johnson leaned
out the window and spat on the ground, staring up at
Lilaholding Wallaby's hand.

“Hey Lila, is that your boyfriend?”

“Don't spit at me!
yelled.

I'll beat you up!” Wallaby

“Metoo!” Roo piped up. “Iknow tae kwondo!”
Ryan and his friends laughed as he sped away.

“Don't pay any attention to them,” Lila told the
kids. “They're justidiots.”

“Nobody can talk bad about our Lila,” said Roo.

She hugged Lila and Wallaby gave her his secret
jumping high five. Lila wished the kids could grow
up without hearing the words classmates hissed at
her in the halls of Ryegrass High School or scratched
into her locker. It had started with “teacher's pet”
and “four eyes” in first grade and gotten worse every
year.

When they reached Patterson Park, Roo and
Wallaby raced for the swings, with Roo barely
winning. They could pump their legs to swing
themselves high, but they still begged Lila to push
them. Lila liked the swings too and was about to
climb on one when she saw Mr. Whittier crossing the
park. He wore a blue pouch over his shirt with his
baby son facing forward, wiggling his arms and legs
and smiling.

Lila saw Mr. Whittier every school day in her
AP English class, but she had never seen his baby.
Mr. Whittier sat on his desk reading aloud from
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Hamlet or The Bell Jar or The Absolutely True Diary
ofa Part-Time Indian. He had clapped during her oral
report on Edith Wharton's short story Roman Fever.
The other students rolled their eyes, not
understanding Wharton's irony, not dreaming about
seeing Rome. Lila dreamed of other times and places
every day, especially in Mr. Whittier's class.

He waved to her and she waved back. Lila felt
too old now to jump on the swings, seventeen and not
a kid anymore. She would be a senior in the fall. She
hoped Mr. Whittier would pass by quickly and she
wouldn't have to talk to him outside of school, that
Wallaby and Roo wouldn't ask him a million dumb
questions. Their mom knew him and they had seen
him acting minor parts in Ryegrass High's plays.

Already, Roo and Wallaby slowed down and
climbed out of their swings. The baby was the newest
person in town and they approached him cautiously,
curiously.

“Hi Mr. Whittier,” said Roo. “What's your
baby's name?”’

“His name is Timothy,” Mr. Whittier said,
settling on a park bench with Timothy on his lap.
Wallaby tried to give Timothy his high five but very
softly. Timothy grabbed Wallaby's finger and cried
when he had to let go.

“Hello, Lila,” said Mr. Whittier. “These children
keep you busy, don't they?”’

“Yes. They'rereally fun,” Lila said.

Mr. Whittier gave Timothy his bottle. The baby
wore a University of lowa hat.

“What's on Timothy's hat?”” Wallaby asked.

“That's University of lowa,” said Mr. Whittier.
“Where [ went to school. [ went to writers' college.”

Roo asked Lila “Can we play tree tag?”
“Sure.”

“I'm it!” Wallaby yelled, chasing his sister off
into the pines and willows by the stream. They
flickered like shadows from one tree base to the next.

Lila was about to join them when Mr. Whittier
said “Lila, there's something I wanted to ask you
about.”

“Yes?”

“Have you thought about colleges?”

The question made her heart sink like a fishing
weight. Mom and Dad changed the subject when she
brought up college. Neither of them had gone to
college and they thought it was a waste of money.
She could go to work at the mill right out of high
school, like her brother Tucker, like them.

“I'd like to go but I don't know how I'll afford it,”
she admitted. “Maybe State College.”

Her older sister Jolene had dropped out of State
College, pregnant in the first semester of nursing
school. She had told Lila “No one studies there. All
they do is party on the weekends with their high
school friends.”

Lila didn't care what anyone else around her did.
She would learn as much as possible anywhere and
State College was the cheapest, closest college
besides online courses.

“Lila, if you wouldn't mind, I'd like to meet with
you sometime where we have more time to talk.”

Timothy pushed his bottle away and fussed.
Mr. Whittier stood up and rocked him.

“To talk about your future, I mean,” he said.
“There are some college options you may not have
considered.”

“Sure, that would be great.”

She liked talking to Mr. Whittier but hopefully it
would not be at school or anywhere her fool
classmates might drive by. She would never hear the
end of it.

Mr. Whittier reached into his pocket and gave
her a flyer. Itread Breaking the Mirror: Gender and
Freedom in Victorian Literature. Mr. Whittier's
name and picture were listed with three other
presenting professors with doctorates.

“I'm speaking on a panel at State College on
Sunday. I know it's short notice, but I thought you
might be interested and we could talk after.”

“Sure, I'll ask my mom if I can getaride.”

“Let me know. If you can get out there, I could
give youaride home.”

“Thank you.”

Mr. Whittier waved goodbye and Timothy
waved back at Lila too. She hardly noticed Wallaby
and Roo rushing up behind her until Wallaby
grabbed her arm, screaming “You're it!”

o7



Instantly she saw herself drinking coffee across
the table from Mr. Whittier in a room full of smart
people and fine art. She imagined riding home in his
car over the rolling hills and wheatfields as the stars
came out. Like a date, she couldn't help thinking. It
was a stupid thing to think about a man twice her age
with a wife and new baby, but nobody had taken Lila
out before. A few hours outside Ryegrass, at a
college, would be worth the effort.

At dinner that night Lila waited for the right
moment to ask for aride to State College on Sunday.

Jolene dished up barbecued chicken, baked
beans, corn, broccoli, a big salad and a raspberry
jello mold with real raspberries.

“Pretty tasty, Jolene,” Dad said, as he did every
night.

“Cooking is the least I can do,” she said, settling
T.J. inhis high chair.

Since she was staying home with T.J., Jolene
had become the family's main cook and housekeeper,
a role that Mom couldn't wait to pass on. It made
sense since Jolene couldn't afford day care and no
one else in the family could watch six-month-old T.J.
while she got a job or went back to school. Her child
support from Brett, her jobless rich boy college ex-
boyfriend, barely paid for diapers and baby clothes.
Jolene ground cooked rice and bananas into baby
food for T.J.

“Do you girls have any plans for the weekend?”
Mom asked.

Jolene shook her head.

Lila reached into her pocket and showed her
family the flyer.

“I'd like to go to this lecture at State College. 1
can get extra credit in English if I go and I've read all
the books and stories they're talking about: Wings of
the Dove, Age of Innocence, The Yellow Wallpaper.”

Her mother scrutinized the flyer, then passed it
to Dad. He turned it over without reading it; Dad's
only reading was Field and Stream magazine and
Sports Illustrated.

“It looks interesting,” said Mom. “Is anyone
from your class going?”

“Not that I know of. I was going to ask if I could
take the truck,” Lila asked.

“No can do,” said Dad. “Ineed to fix the brakes
on the truck before anyone takes it on the highway. I
was planning to do that on Sunday.”

“I could get a ride back, just not out there,” said
Lila.

“From who?” asked Dad.
“Mr. Whittier.”

“Is Professor Hobbes going to this?” Mom
asked.

Lila shook her head.

“No, she always stays home and plays with her
kids on Sundays.”

Tucker had his own car, a jeep that ran better
than Mom and Dad's truck. Jolene could

drive but wouldn't want to take T.J. in the car for
two hours.

“Could you drive me?” Lila asked her brother.
“What's in it for me?” Tucker asked.

“I'll pay for the gas and buy your lunch at Burger
Factory by the college.”

Burger Factory cheeseburgers were Tucker's
lifelong favorite food: flame-broiled, cheesy and
topped with everything.

He reached out to shake Lila's hand.
“You gotyourselfadeal.”

“One thing, Lila,” Dad added. “Take your phone
with you. Call me before you leave the college. If
Mr. Whittier's dropping a couple kids off, I don't
mind that, but [ don't want him going out of his way
for you. If you need a ride back from this thing, I'll
probably have the brakes fixed by then. Ifnot, I can
take T.J.'sjeep.”

“Thank you, Dad. [ will.”

“Yeah, don't put Mr. Whittier out,” said Jolene,
burping T.J. on her shoulder.

On Sunday Lila went to the bathroom before the
hour-long car ride and watched Jolene bathing T.J. in
the tub. She washed his hair gently and he squeaked
his rubber duck.

“What are you wearing to State College?”
Jolene asked.




“This,” said Lila, pointing to her black T-shirt,
jean shorts and sandals.

Jolene shook her head and said “If you're going
to college, you should dress like a college girl. Wear
your purple sundress with the daisies. You can take
my leather jacket in case you get cold.”

“Really?”

The black leather jacket was Jolene's prized
possession and she had never let Lila borrow it
before.

“Sure. Maybe you'll meet a college man. You
never know.”

Jolene stood behind Lila at the mirror and
brushed her sister's brown hair back out of her eyes
and clipped the top half back in a golden clip, letting
the rest fall over her shoulders.

“You're pretty, you know,” Jolene said.
“Notlike you,” said Lila.

“No need to be like me,” said Jolene. “Just
make the most of what you got and don't waste it on
some turkey like my ex.”

Lilahugged Jolene and kissed T.J. goodbye.

Tucker yelled from downstairs “Come on, Lila.
We gotta go!”

She changed in her room and rushed downstairs,
grabbing Jolene's leather jacket. Tucker turned the
key in his jeep.

Dad slid out from under the truck, legs first and
hollered “You call me when you're done, Lila.”

“Twill!”

Tucker listened to Cat Country radio and sang
along for the whole hour drive toward campus. Lila
rolled down her window to let her brother's
caterwauling out and the spring wind in. Pink and
white blossoms waved in the apple orchards and
cows grazed on the green hills. A hawk wheeled
over the pine woods and hills, all alone, seeing
everything.

At Burger Factory, Tucker ate a bacon double
cheeseburger and onion rings but Lila felt so nervous
she could barely finish a grilled chicken sandwich.

“You're awful quiet,” Tucker said.
excited to see State College?”

“Are you

“Yeah,” said Lila. “I've been there before for
Shakespeare plays, but it's been a while.”
“It must feel different knowing you'll be going
there,” Tucker said.

“I don't know I'll be going there. I can't even
apply till September.”

“You'll get in,” he said. “With your grades
you'll get a scholarship for sure. I know Mom and
Dad will help you as much as they can and [ will too.”

Lila shook her head.

“I feel bad taking their money and I couldn't take
yours.”

Lila had seen her mom and dad lay out the bills
on the table and argue about which credit card to pay
off after they thought all their kids were in bed. They
had always wanted a new house with two bathrooms
and more than three bedrooms. The house they lived
in had been Dad's grandparents' homestead. Jolene
and Lila had shared their room until T.J. was born.
Dad and Tucker had put a wall up in the attic to make
half of it Lila's new room, a little nest of books with
her writing desk looking out from the third floor
window. The ceiling sloped; you could only stand up
in the center of the room.

“I'm proud of your grades, Lila,” Tucker said for
the first time ever. “Jolene and I tease you a lot for
being a nerd, but if anyone else picks on you, We'll
punch 'em out. We want you to make it in college.
You'd be the first one in our family to graduate. You
could be a teacher, an author, a lawyer or the
presidentif you want.”

Lila shook her head and said “I couldn't get
elected for anything.”

“Well, I'd vote for you. Especially if you let me
borrow Air Force One for a date with Jennifer
Lawrence.”

Lila burst out laughing.
“We gotta have dreams,” Tucker persisted.

“What's your dream?” Lila asked her brother.
“Don't tell me stuff about girls or cars. I mean your
real dreamin life.”

“I dream about owning my own house, an old
one I could remodel, with a big garden. I'd like to
grow most of my own food and have cows and
chickens and a horse. 1'd like to have a wife and kids
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and have barbecues out in the yard with all our family
and friends. I'd take all the extra fruit and vegetables
and give it to the food bank. That would make me

happy.”
“Are you happy working at the mill?”

She had never asked him that before.

“Sure,” said Tucker. “All the maintenance crew
guys are cool. Bob's kind of an idiot manager
sometimes, but I ignore most of what he says
anyway. I like working with Mom and Dad and I'm
proud to be inaunion.”

Lila said “I just dream of getting a book in print
someday, somehow.”

“Youwill, Lila. Youwill.”

Tucker dropped her off in the parking lot by the
admin building, the one old brick building among the
1960s concrete and glass ones.

“Enjoy your lecture,” he said.
“Enjoy work.”

“Lila, make sure you call Dad, even if you have
aride, or he will totally freak out. He probably fixed
the truck already and I'll leave my Jeep at home just
in case heneedsit.”

“Thank you, Tucker.”

Lila pushed open a huge wooden double door of
the admin building and looked down the quiet
hallway. She passed empty classrooms and bulletin
boards with flyers for plays, movies, rock shows in
the quad, Take Back the Night and voter registration.
Almost every cultural event in the county took place
on the State College campus, except for movies and
the rodeo.

Lila climbed wide marble steps to the third floor.
At the far end of the hall golden light shone through
the windows of two double doors. She checked the
room number on the flyer and found it next to the
door.

She opened the door as quietly as possible,
hoping not to draw too much attention to herself. She
wanted to sit in the back, yet wanted to be sure Mr.
Whittier saw her. She looked up at the four speakers
seated on stage and found him. She was just in time;
the English department dean was introducing the
professors and Mr. Whittier. The audience applauded

them as Lila walked in. The lecture hall was so full
that she had to sit near the front at the end of arow.

As Mr. Whittier stepped up to the microphone,
Lila waved but she couldn't tell if he saw her or if the
stage lights obscured the audience. He read from and
discussed The Yellow Wallpaper by Charlotte
Perkins Gilman.

“The husband presumes that as a doctor, he is
qualified to diagnose his wife. He never questions
whether his own feelings and desires might make
him less than objective about her health. He believes
that her dissatisfaction with life is a physical illness
that rest can cure. He wants her to feel better, but he
also feels shame that she is unhappy, maybe unhappy
with him and their marriage. His shame is another
reason for him to isolate his wife in her bedroom. He
thinks every woman with a home, husband and
children should be happy. Why not his wife? He
never even asks the question that Freud couldn't
answer: What do women want?”

“Freedom,” one female student called out.

“Exactly,” said Mr. Whittier. “That answer
would be too terrifying for the doctor to contemplate.

“Charlotte Perkins Gilman struggled with
depression and endured rest cures, but unlike the
narrator of The Yellow Wallpaper she fought her way
out of the trap.

“Gilman left her first marriage. She pursued her
own writing career and wrote Herland the story of a
feminist utopia. She became one of the best known
writers in the first wave of the American feminist
movement at a time when women could not vote and
co-educational colleges were aradical idea. None of
us would be here today, including me, if Gilman not
risked writing honestly about her deepest fears and
highest hopes.”

Lila enjoyed his analysis of the story but
wondered why Mr. Whittier would not be here at
State College without Charlotte Perkins Gilman. It
had always been a co-educational school. Maybe a
female professor had encouraged Mr. Whittier's
studies. He had told a story once about his mother
pulling his teenage writings out of the trash and
telling him not to give up on them.

The three professors discussed Wings of the
Dove, The Age of Innocence and Jane Eyre.
Dr. Chopra, Dr. Ziemkowski and Dr. Jackson were




all brilliant, engaging women who told jokes in their
lectures, unlike most of Lila's high school teachers
who struggled to keep their classes' attention and
rarely risked making students laugh.

Lila took notes in a black and white composition
book in a fold-down one-arm desk chair, just like the
older college students around her.

This is college, she thought. This is what it feels
like to learn as much as I can as fast as I can about
subjects that actually interest me. Everyone in here
has read all these books and understood them too.
She hadn't felt that way since grade school. In junior
high, Ryan Johnson and associates started picking on
anyone who actually read books.

Even in her family, her mom had rushed to the
Bookmobile with her for story hour when she was
three, four, five and six, but after that Mom and Dad
were too busy and tired to read aloud to her. They
complimented her grades but tuned out when she
told them about her reports on Sacajawea or the
ankylosaurus. Mom read Reader's Digest and The
Ryegrass Review newspaper when she had time to
read at all. Even Jolene teased Lila for liking Jane

Eyre.

“Why do you like such old books? Why don't
you just watch the movie?”’

Lila gazed across the faces of the audience and
saw adults of all ages, some white-haired who could
have been professors or adults with long careers
behind them going back to school. Students had
come from all over the US, from Japan, Saudi
Arabia, Kenya and Germany. One big Samoan wore
his State College T-shirt with a sarong and flipflops.

This lecture was free, anyone could attend, but
to study here, Lila would need $25,000 a year. This
was the closest college to home and cheapest in the
state but her entire family combined could not pay
that much.

What would it feel like to only see Mom, Dad,
Tucker, Jolene and T.J. on some weekends, holidays
and summers? Would her family resent her for
“leaving them behind”? Mom had been proud of
Jolene when she went but Dad had said the money
would have been better spent on a house than an
education.

Lila didn't want her own house or family, not
yet, and never in Ryegrass. She had felt that for a

long time and wanted to talk to the one person who
might understand.

A question and answer period followed the
lectures but Lila couldn't think of an intelligent
question and there were a flock of hands in the air.
She waited until the last question was discussed and
the audience began to walk out.

As she approached the podium, Mr. Whittier
was listening to the three professors and drinking a
glass of water. She waved to him and he saw her this
time.

“Lila! I'm so glad you could be here.”

He introduced her to Dr. Chopra, Dr.
Ziemkowski and Dr. Jackson.

“This is Lila Blake, one of my best student
writers.”

“It's good to meet you,” said Dr. Jackson.
“What do you like to write?”

“I've written some short stories and a
screenplay.”

“I teach screenwriting and film every winter,”
said Dr. Ziemkowski. “Including Jane Campion and
Ida Lupino.”

Lilanodded; she had seen a few movies by these
directors, but her only filmmaking experience was
short films made on Jolene's cell phone.

Mr. Whittier said goodbye to the professors and
sat on the edge of the stage, his legs hanging next to
Lila.

“Did you get a ride here or do you need a ride
back home?” he asked.

“Yes,” said Lila. “I could use a ride. Tucker
drove me but he had to go to work.”

She put off calling Dad and didn't want to ask
him to drive an hour out of town when Mr. Whittier
was going back to Ryegrass anyway.

He hopped down from the stage and landed
beside her with a thump. She reached out to steady
his arm and make sure he didn't fall. He smiled and
patted her shoulder.

“Before we go back, let's get a coffee at Cafe
Utopia,” he said. “My treat.”

“Will it be crowded?” Lila asked.
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“It's never empty and open 24/7,” he said. “But
this is Sunday night, so most people there will be
finishing papers at the last minute.”
They walked to the edge of campus to Cafe Utopia,
an 1880s wooden storefront. Its wide arched
windows showed tables full of books, coffee cups
and students and others discussing everything. Two
smokers outside argued politics.

“Less government regulation means more
jobs.”

“Less regulation means water that cools the
nuclear plants goes in our drinking water!”

Inside, the walls were painted cobalt, lime
green, purple, every color but white and covered
with paintings and drawings of mermaids, aliens and
landscapes with wild rabbits in sagebrush. One
entire wall was a chalkboard. People had written:

God is dead and it is we who killed him. -
Nietzsche

In the midst of winter I found there was, within
me, an invincible summer. - Camus

One cannot think well, love well, sleep well, if
one has not dined well. - Virginia Woolf

Nietzscheis dead. - God

Mr. Whittier wound his way easily between
tables with glowing laptops, chemistry textbooks
and bowl-sized cappuccino cups. Customers lined
up for coffee and food by the counter with the hissing
espresso machine. Cooks stirred soup and added
sprouts and hummus to sandwiches.

“Get whatever you like,” said Mr. Whittier.
“I'shouldn't spoil my dinner,” said Lila.

She felt starved and couldn't wait to dig into her
mother's Sunday crockpot roast at home. She
decided on a Monkey Mocha with whipped cream
and sliced bananas on top.

Mr. Whittier got a cup of chai with soy milk and
lentil soup.

“Areyouvegetarian?” Lila asked.

“All my life,” he said. “I've been known to drive
all the way out here for a vegan 7-layer bar. My wife
complained but I brought her one too.”

The coconut, chocolate and graham bars did

look pretty good. They settled in to eat at a quiet table
in the back of the room.

“Do you ever wish you taught at State College?”
Lilaasked.

He thought about it, then shook his head.

“No. I like teaching high school. I like seeing
students discover 1984 and Shakespeare for the first
time and really getit.”

Lila remembered students complaining about
Shakespeare; “It's English but you have to translate
it!” They all acted out scenes, some better than
others, but everyone who read it ultimately “got” the
stories. Lila felt much less patient with others than
Mr. Whittier.

“I couldn't teach,” she said. “I couldn't speak in
front of'a group.”

“I think you could if you really cared about your
subjectand your audience.”

“What do you do when an audience doesn't
listen?”

“I present them with everything the text has to
offer and a little of my own interpretation and
experience. Then I ask for their interpretation and
experience. They may like what they read or not.
They may hate it and disagree, but even then they can
learn from it. Everyone brings something different to
astory they read and takes different insights away.”

“I really liked the lecture,” Lila said. “I loved
what you said about The Yellow Wallpaper.”

“Thank you.”

“When I was in the audience I felt like I was
going to college here. Like I was out of high school
and living here.”

“Is State College where you want to be?”
Lila hesitated.

“I want to go to a four-year school. I've been
saving money from my nanny job for three years. |
have ten thousand.”

“That's impressive.”

“That's not nearly enough, even for one year
here.”

“Have you considered any other colleges?”




“It's hard to when I know I can't afford it. My
folks have to save for their retirement and support
my sister and baby nephew. I can't just blow
$100,000 on myself. It's wrong.”

Mr. Whittier looked serious. He opened his
leather briefcase.

“I want to show you something,” he said.

He handed her a printed list of colleges. She
flipped through it and noticed ones for each state,
Alaska, Washington, lowa, California and New
York. Each college had a list of department
websites, deans and scholarships, with all the
requirements to apply for each one.

“Where did you get this?”’ she asked.

“I made this,” he said. “I checked everything
online first, then called the departments to be sure. I
update it each summer for the fall. Every one of these
scholarships would pay for all four years of college
tuition and they are all merit-based. You might not
qualify for every single one, but most of them you
would, and the scholarship applications are free.”

“Why doesn't Mrs. Putnam hand these out to
everyone?” Lila asked.

Mrs. Putnam, the career counselor, was red-
faced, constantly angry and used her one required
meeting with Lila to tell her “Writing is not a career.
You should switch to marketing if you want to make
aliving and not bury yourselfin debt.”

She had never read anything Lila had written,
only glanced at her report cards and test scores as if
counting coins.

“I've given this to Mrs. Putnam every year,” he
said. “The other teachers and I give it out to students
and even ask to students to go into Mrs. Putnam's
office and ask for scholarship information so she'll
have to hand it out. She says college is a waste of
money for most of our students and vy Leagues are
only for millionaires.

“I know that scholarships are competitive and
there are no guarantees. I'm shocked at how much
tuition has gone up since [ worked my way through U
of lowa with Americorps, a few grants and an all-
night diner job. It makes me sick sometimes to see
people who need and deserve an education not try for
itand to have anyone telling them 'College a waste of
money.' Not learning, not choosing the career you
actually want is a waste of your life.”

Lila blinked back tears.

“It's your decision,” Mr. Whittier said. “You
have all year to think about it, to talk to your parents
and to see which schools and programs you are
interested in. But [ wanted to encourage you to try
for college and not to limit your choices to State
College alone. I'd write you a recommendation for
anywhere.”

She wanted to read her work in front of an
audience or better yet to have hundreds of students
reading and appreciating her words and then
discussing them with her and writing their responses.

Lila reached her hand out as if to hold his hand,
her arm stretched across the checkerboard table,
maybe just to steady herself. He wrapped both hands
around his oversize chai mug, sipping the spices
from faraway. Mr. Whittier didn't seem to notice her
hand but looked Lila straight in the eyes.

“Don't be discouraged, Lila,” he said.
“Wherever you go, whatever you study or work on,
please keep writing and don't give thatup.”

“I couldn't give it up,” Lila said. “I always knew
that, but what if I never get published?”

He smiled.

“Do you know how many times my writing has
beenrejected?

“854. That includes my book, my screenplay
and all my articles and short stories that have been
printed now. Almost every one ofthem gotrejected -
a lot - before a publisher accepted it. That's normal.
You getused to rejection.”

“I'd like to get used to acceptance for once,” she
said.

“In college you would.”
“I can't leave my family, my friends.”

“Apply here. It won't hurt anything. Visit and
meet the professors. But if you want to try other
colleges, go for more than one.”

“How do you know I can succeed?”

“I know that because I've read your writing. [
don't know you as well as your family but | have seen
your talent and motivation. There's something else
you should see.”
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He removed a picture from his briefcase. It
showed a teenage boy with big square glasses, bad
acne and shaggy blond hair. He wore a buttoned-up
shirt and grinned through braces at a sign beside him
reading Welcome to the University of lowa.” He was
ugly, skinny but so happy that she recognized his
eyes.

“That's me when I was seventeen,” Mr. Whittier
said. “I felt like nobody understood me. Ilived in an
Indiana town where everyone grew corn or worked
at the corn syrup factory and if you were a boy and
couldn't play football, you weren't a male and needed
to be punched every day, which [ was. [ wrote anovel
then and gave it to a girl I had a crush on. [ heard her
and all her friends laughing about it in the lunchroom
and she wouldn't even speak to me. I wanted to die,
atthe time, but then I began to think of going away.”

“You have a great life now,” Lila says. “Your
job, your family, you're published.”

“Lila, I got it all by writing and you can too. You
make your life - you, not your genetics, not your
environment - but your decisions. I'm a hopeful
existentialist or a stubborn beatnik s.0.b. as my dad
used to say.”

Lilalaughed.

Mr. Whittier looked at his watch and said “We
should drive home.”

Lila excused herself to the restroom and finally
called her dad.

“I had wondered when I'd hear from you. The
truck's up and runnin'. Should I meet you by the
admin building there?”’

“I've got a ride, Dad, with Mr. Whittier. We're
justleaving. My phone's about to die.”

“Now waitjustaminute...”
She hung up.

Lila looked back at Cafe Utopia. She could be
happy at State College, she realized, but also at
University of lowa, Barnard, Evergreen State
College or Xavier University in New Orleans.
Maybe even Oxford.

On the drive back to Ryegrass she asked Mr.
Whittier about his travels.

He had studied in London and Paris and taught

English in Busan, South Korea. He told her about
taking the train from Calcutta to Bombay and the
Trans-Siberian railroad. He had honeymooned in
Venice.

“I've never even been on an airplane,” Lila
admitted.

“You will. Sooner than you think,” he said. “If
money was no object where would you go?”

“Piazza San Marco in Venice. Rio de Janeiro at
Carnivale. Boston and New York. Alaska and
Hawaii. London and the Lake District where Austen
and Wordsworth lived. All over Ireland. Russia.
Kyoto, with the old Buddhist temples and Angkor
Wat. Ayers Rock in Australia. The Egyptian
pyramids and the Mayan pyramids. I'd like to see the
Himalayas, not even to try to climb there, just to see
them. Have you ever climbed any mountains?”’

“Only the Appalachians,” he said. “They were
very attainable mountains.”

They laughed.

“l wanted to ask you something,” Lila said.
“Sure.”

“In your lecture, you said you wouldn't be at
State College today without Charlotte

Perkins Gilman. I wanted to ask what you
meant.”

“I had a teacher in high school who encouraged
me, Mrs. Jenner. She drove the debate team to U of
Iowa. She's the one who took that picture of me and
told me I should apply there. Without women like
Charlotte, Mrs. Jenner wouldn't have become a
teacher and neither would I.”

The lights of Ryegrass shone in the darkness like
white and yellow stars. She enjoyed

seeing this with Mr. Whittier, but immediately
dreaded being seen with him by anyone she knew,
especially Dad waiting on the front porch. He would
squint at Mr. Whittier, sizing him up, suspicious and
skeptical of him as a rival role model. Jolene and
Tucker would tease her again.

“Just drop me off at the end of the driveway
please” she said.

“Sure. Lila, if you ever want to meet with me
and your parents about colleges, I'd be happy to.”




“Thank you,” she said. “I'll show them the list.
Thank you for making that for all your students.”

Hereached out and shook her hand, as an equal.
“Good night, Mr. Whittier.”
“Goodnight, Ms. Blake.”

Slowly she walked up the gravel driveway and
watched his red tail lights pull away.

Mom and Dad sat on the porch, holding hands
and swinging gently in the porch swing.

Upstairs, Jolene sang T.J. to sleep. Tucker had
left his Jeep and walked to his shift at the mill. He
would walk home after eleven just in case she might
need a ride. How could she tell them she was
leaving?

She climbed the front steps and Mom beckoned
to her, making room for her to sit on the porch swing.
“Did you like your lecture?”” Mom asked.

“I'loved it,” said Lila. “It was great to hear about
women writers, how their books helped the suffrage
movement, so all women could get the vote and be

able to go to college and have careers.”

“One day they'll be reading your book at State
College,” Dad said.

Lila was surprised.

“We're proud of you, honey,” Mom said. “You
study hard and work hard. We know you'll make your
ownway.”

Lila didn't take the college list out of her
composition book, but for the first time in months,
she sat down between her parents and hugged them
both. Maybe they didn't understand her, but they
loved her and believed in her. They would help her
any way they could. No matter where she studied or
lived, no matter how far away she traveled, her
family would always be with her, in every hopeful
word she wrote.

She remembered being four years old and going
to the Bookmobile in Patterson Park with Mom
holding one hand, dad holding the other. Lila would
take two steps and on the third step they would swing
her between them as if she could fly away.
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STORIES

The Land Where It Rained Erasers

Samrat Bose

A modern fairytale.
It had all been very hectic.

Rahul collected his papers from his office desk
and rushed home. At his doorstep, he fumbled for his
keys before finally gaining entry. He had just four
hours left for his flight. He swore as he gulped down
a cup of tea and almost burned his mouth. As he
waited for his taxi, he began to think about his day.

It was a miracle that he could leave his office
when he did. The whole day had been a mess. How
he wished he could turn things around. He woke up
late as his phone alarm did not ring. He realised he
had not left it to charge overnight and it had shut
itself off. He put it on charge as he went for a quick
shower but then in his hurry had left his phone at
home. He had almost forgotten about his meeting
with a client and it was an innocent query from Raj
over a relaxed lunch that almost choked him as he
realised this. He returned to his table and while he
was furiously tapping away on the keyboard
finalising the presentation, he noticed a black mark
on his right sleeve just above the wrist. He felt it was
futile to attempt to wash it so rolled his sleeves
halfway up his forearm during the presentation. The
meeting went on for longer than expected as Rahul
had done a rather good job after all and the client was
interested in having a rather long discussion about it.

Finally on his way to the airport, he heaved a
sigh of relief. The roads were relatively empty for
some reason and it took less time than usual to reach
his terminal. Having already checked in online, he
made it through security and to his gate. There was
now ample time for him to sit back, relax and curse
his client. Once he had boarded, he settled in cosily
and stared out of the window. He felt more and more
relaxed as the plane taxied on the tarmac, ran the
runway and finally took to the air. Rahul unfastened
his seatbelt and settled in further. The skies had
gradually turned a deeper hue of blue. Rahul realised
it was night as he was two hours into the flight. There
were stars but the moon was nowhere to be seen. As
he continued to gaze, he noticed that one star seemed

brighter than the rest. It was quite far away in the
beginning but was gradually getting bigger. Rahul
sat up a little. It was obvious that the flight was not
going toward it, for he would not be able to see it
from his window then. As a few more minutes
passed, he realised it was not a star after all. It was
some kind of a very bright cloud; or at least it
resembled one. As it came nearer, his plane took a
turn and swerved toward and finally, entered it.

As soon as it happened, there was a sudden flash
of light which made Rahul jump. He looked around.
The other passengers were either playing with their
phones or asleep. Looking outside once again, he
found they were flying over a rather brightly lit part
of the world. He could not understand it. It had just
turned night and surely, it could not turn into day in a
matter of minutes! He peered out of his window and
tried looking downwards. No, it was day all right. He
could see greenery beneath in the form of mountains
and valleys. After a while, roads criss-crossed the
scenery and small vehicles could also be seen. Rahul
thought it was all very odd. He had taken this flight
before and a lot of the times had been at this same
time. He could vouch that he had never ever seen this
before.

As things started getting bigger, he realised the
flight was descending. He could see bigger buildings
and what appeared to be the runway. The flight took a
final turn and descended on it.

As he got off the plane, he noticed things were
very different. On the tarmac were mounds of small
pellets. There were not many mounds but a few were
scattered here and there, more toward the airport
building than toward the runway, for which he was
thankful. When he passed by one of them, he noticed
these pellets were actually small erasers. Now how
curious was that? He turned around to his fellow
passenger walking beside, a man in a grey hat, and
wondered aloud why people would have small dunes
of erasers scattered around this way. The man looked
at Rahul with a rather astonished face. "Yes, but isn't
thatnormal?" he asked.

I.)I
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Rahul could not remember if he had read or
heard anywhere that there was a new regulation of
some sort in airports. As he looked away from the
rather bemused gaze of the man, obviously the
reaction to Rahul's perplexity, he was surprised once
again,

The erasers had all disappeared.

Rahul did not have time to ponder much as he
was already in the airport building, rushed ahead by
the passengers behind him. Everyone seemed
hurried but they formed a steady, almost mechanized
stream of people as they just walked along. No one
seemed to have noticed the erasers; at least there was
nota murmur he could hear. He could not see the man
in the hat any more and was thankful about it.
Clearing immigration, he suddenly realised that all
this was rather new. After all, this was supposed to be
adomestic flight.

As he continued to walk along the rather
familiar airport building, he found the familiar face
of the taxi driver waiting for him with a placard. He
had used this taxi service before and they were quite
reliable. Ramesh smiled and greeted him as he
approached, took his bag and went toward the
parking lot. As he stepped out of the airport, he was
surprised once again. The sky was of a rainbow hue.

"What's going on?" asked Rahul.

"Anything wrong, sir?" asked Ramesh, with a
look of concern.

"The sky. It's a rainbow colour all over!"

"Yes," replied Ramesh. "It's a rather bright day,
isn't it? It's always good after a spell of rain, and as
you know, we have just had the morning rain."

Bright day? Of course it was rather bright. But a
rainbow sky? Rahul caught a glimpse of Ramesh's
face in the rearview mirror as he started to drive. It
was a puzzled expression. Rahul decided to keep his
thoughts to himself as the car took a slip road and
sped along the motorway.

"So what about the erasers?" Rahul asked
Somesh as they met on the office balcony. Somesh
was a colleague he had known over the years. A
colleague but almost a friend, Rahul could ask him
questions of any sort and get away with it. "What
erasers?"

"Eraser pellets were strewn around the tarmac.
They would be a nightmare in any airport. How are
they even there in the first place?"

"Eraser pellets?" asked Somesh.

"Yes, eraser pellets," carried on Rahul. "Some
guy almost acted like it was normal to have pellets
strewn around on the tarmac." Rahul stopped as his
eye caught a glimpse of something on the far end of
the balcony. A small mound of those erasers
clustered there.

"Damn, Somesh, what's going on?" Rahul
exclaimed.

Somesh looked at him in bewilderment. "But
that's rain, Rahul. Eraser rain. Whatever's happened
toyou?"

"Eraser rain?" Rahul felt almost at the verge of
losing his sanity. The rainbow sky was laughing at
him. He staggered to a chair that Somesh hastily
drew forward. He realised his clothes were soaked in
sweat. Somesh knelt beside him. "Are you feeling
okay?" he asked with a look of genuine concern.

"L...I'm not so sure any more," replied Rahul, his
voice barely audible. Somesh helped to loosen the tie
around Rahul's neck and made him sit back.

"Rahul," he said softly, "that's eraser rain, like it
or not. You had the same reaction when you were
here last. Don't you remember?"

Rahul remembered nothing. His mind was in a
tizzy as Somesh went on. "We are indeed the lucky
ones, Rahul. We get eraser rain. They fall at the sight
of the slightest imperfection and sort things out.
Look at that spot where the erasers were."

Rahul turned to his right. The mound was not
there any more. What was a dirty corner, unattended
a few moments ago, was spotless now. The flower
pot that stood in that corner with the wilting flowers
had vanished. A plastic plant now stood there, in all
its shine and bright colours. "This beautiful place
you see, Rahul, was once all natural. The plants, the
birds, animals. Even the blue sky. They were natural,
but imperfect. That is when it all changed. When one
day the skies opened up and it rained erasers.
Wherever they fell, on whatever they fell, they
cleaned it all up. We now have no dirty puddles to
jump into and get dirty, no stray dogs messing around
the streets, no birds dropping litter around and the




sky...the sky does not carry those worthless clouds
that would drench us without warning. We now have
spotless weather, a rainbow hued sky all the year
round with no nights and darkness. On the ground,
our trees do not shed leaves; they are uniformly
green all the year round. The weather telecast is
perfect; every morning sees a shower as we leave for
work and we are made spotless as we walk out of the
house at that very hour."

Somesh paused. "But why am I having to tell
you all this? Look at yourself, Rahul. You look
perfect."

Rahul saw himself in a reflection on a glass
pane. He could not recognise himself. Despite the
hurried start, the flight, the emotional upheavals and
his sweat-drenched feel, he looked pristine. He also
noticed something else. The image did not have a
frown while in reality, he felt he was frowning as he
tried to make sense ofitall. He touched his forehead.

"No frowns, Rahul." Somesh was smiling at
him. "No negative emotions, no place for doubt. It's
all been taken care of."

"But who? Who controls all this?" cried Rahul,
staring at his image which just stood there, staring
back at him.

"We do, Rahul. We all do and have done so over
awhile now. We work, play and do everything bound
by perfect timing. No delays, no problems. It is all
justperfect.”

Rahul stepped back. Somesh was staring at him
now. It was then that something hit Rahul. Somesh
had notblinked even once.

"To blink, to miss, is imperfection, Rahul."

Rahul did not quite hear this. He was tearing
down the stairs, regardless of the fact he had nine
stories to climb down. He heard Somesh's voice

calling out to him. It echoed and reverberated from
the walls as he raced down and out of the building.
Once out, he hailed a taxi. "To the airport. And
double fast."

"There is no fast or slow, sir," droned the driver.
"Itis always the perfect speed."

Rahul hurtled out of the car and got into the
airport building. He was scheduled to return the next
day but could not wait any more. He sped to the
airline's counter and asked if his ticket could be pre-
poned. The lady behind the counter stared at him for
a while then looked at her screen. Yes, there was a
flightin an hour.

On board, Rahul opened his briefcase and
looked inside. He expected to have his cheese
sandwich smelling by now, having forgotten to eat it
over such a long time. He half-apologetically looked
at the person next to him as he opened the box. It was
fresh. Fresh as rain. Rahul was hungry but of two
minds if he really wanted to eat it. He shut his
briefcase, leaned back on his seat and shut his eyes.

The flight took off so smoothly that he did not
even realise it. He felt a sudden shudder and woke
with a start. "Put on your seatbelt, sir. We are about to
land." The stewardess was smiling at him.

Rahul looked out of the window. It was raining
outside. Water was streaming down across the
window pane. It was somewhat rough outside and
the plane took a few bumps. Rahul felt like jumping
out of his seat in sheer joy, but of course he could not
do that. So he resigned himself to a smile and
hummed a tune. His fingers began to tap a rhythm on
the hand rest, then stopped abruptly. His sleeves
were spotlessly clean.

The flight hit the tarmac hard, bumped twice,
then sped along the runway.




REVIEW

Living in Kolkata, many of us are guilty of
falling into the mindset that “South India” is
somehow one giant, amorphous region. This is the
root of a lot of jokes about how Bengalis of typically
see the rest of the country as simplistically divided
along “north” and “south”, often forgetting the
massive diversity that exists south of the Deccan.
Unfortunately, this mindset is also frequently
applied to food. The Kolkata foodie is certainly a big
fan of “South Indian Cuisine” but this is typically
limited to Dosa, Idli, Utthapam and sambar. These
dishes have come to form part of the staples for most
people and are commonly featured on many
restaurant menus. However, it is often overlooked
what a wonderfully diverse and distinct range of
cuisines are actually prevalent in that region. This is
partly because there is not a big representation of
these cuisines on the Kolkata food scene.

However, one restaurant that is looking to
highlight the culinary gems of southern and coastal
India is the playfully named “Pappadam”. It's
located on SR Das Road, Mudiali, just off Southern
Avenue, which has lately become a major foodie hub
in South Kolkata. It's a sister establishment to the
popular “Biriyani Company” and is located next
door to it. We were invited to dinner by the owner
Saugata Banerjee and his wife. The cozy 30 seater
restaurant is tastefully decorated with warm vibrant
colours and contemporary artwork true to the region.
As we sat down to dinner we were immediately
greeted with an assortment of pappadams and piping

Parpana)

Pappadum

Balarka Banerjee

hot cups of delicious rasam. Saugata comes from a
background in Economics and management and has
successful careers in academics and business. His
love for food is what drew him into the restaurant
business when he opened the Biriyani Company.
Saugata explained to us how the concept of
Pappadam had come out of their passion for
travelling in southern India and the food that they
had grown to love. The menu was designed to take
people on journey from the Arabian Sea to the Bay of
Bengal, sampling delicacies form a broad of range of
regions such as Goa, Coorg, Chettinad, Andhra,
Konkani and Malabari. The big focus was on the
coastal regions and primarily seafood, which should
excite every Bengali.

For starters we decided to try the Squid Kali
Mirch and Chicken Chettinad. Squid is a notoriously
unforgiving seafood to cook as it has a tendency to
turn rubbery. However, the squid was clearly fresh
and cooked to perfection, so that it was soft on the
inside and crunchy on the outside. The seasoned
coating had strong flavours of black pepper and a
good hit of chilli. It was dish similar to “salt and
pepper squid” often seen in Mediterranean or South
East Asian cuisine, but this one had a distinctly
Indian twist to it. While Chicken Chettinad is a dish
many would be familiar with, the Pappadam version
was cooked extremely well and with a delicate touch.
Each piece of chicken was soft and succulent,
covered in spices which sing on your palate, without
overpowering it.




For mains Saugata strongly recommended
“appam and mutton stew” as well as the “Goan fish
curry” with a side of lemon rice and Goan beans.
Appam is a common Keralite dish but rarely makes
an appearance on the menus of most South Indian
restaurants. They are small fluffy pancakes made
from fermented rice and coconut milk. It is similar to
a dosa but usually soft and smaller. It is typically
served with a white, lightly flavoured mutton stew.
Pappadam's appam and stew is indeed the kind of
dish you could easily eat almost every day. The light
uncomplicated flavours bring that comforting
familiarity that we love about home-cooked food. It
was also refreshingly different from the stronger,
more robust flavours of most of the other dishes and
served to balance the meal beautifully.

The Goan fish curry delivered the strong punchy
flavours that one would expect. The rich tangy sauce
perfectly complemented the sweet flesh of pomfret
fish. The fluffy hot lemon rice was the ideal
accompaniment along with the crunchy and fresh
green beans. As we reached the end of the meal,
Saugata promised us a surprise final course. The
menu featured two desserts, namely halwa and
payasam, as sweet dishes are not typically a big

feature of South Indian coastal cuisine. However,
knowing the Bengalis' love for sweets Pappadam has
created a fusion dessert of sorts. We were served
fresh hot Appams with the Bengali favourite nolen
gur (liquid jagegry)! The result was delicious and
reminded me of the “luchi” and nolen gur we often
have during special occasions or festivals. The dish
was not yet on the menu, but to me it seemed like an
instant hit.

Pappadam is a unique gem in the burgeoning
South Kolkata food scene. The cuisine was unique
and each dish we tried had distinct, strong and
balanced flavours and clearly used fresh, quality
produce. The menu is diverse with many delicious
seafood, meat, poultry and vegetarian options. The
prices seemed reasonable for the quantity and quality
of food (most starters priced around Rs 150-200 and
mains at Rs. 250-300). They also offer the option of
booking larger groups or even the whole restaurant.
The staff was courteous and attentive and dishes
were served promptly. Overall, the thoroughly
satisfying culinary experience ensured that we
would want to come back again and also recommend
ithighly.
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