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Dutnoduction

Although the menacing cloud of the pandemic is
dispersing, a post-covid mental malaise has cast long
shadows over our efforts and enthusiasm- We had
initially decided to skip this year’s Upahaar publication
for that reason- However, we received several good
articles from our reqular contributors who have placed
their trust in this small magazine: We therefore
decided to proceed with a scaled down version- We
started late and finished late for which we apologize:
Please forgive unintended errors which may have crept

in due to limited resources this year-
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A Life for a Life
Aniruddha Sen Mumbai, India

"Halt!" A shadowy figure suddenly emerged from the darkness of the forest and signaled
Saira to stop her car.

Saira froze. Although the voice was of a female, a barrel was jutting out from the shoulder
bag the person was carrying. Saira could easily guess it was the barrel of an AK-47.

When Saira heard that a riot between the locals and the outsiders was brewing, she wasted
no time to set out with her car. She intended to somehow reach Guwahati airport from
where she would fly to safety. To avoid people, she took this desolate route through hills
and jungles. Little did she imagine death was lurking here too.

As if by reading her mind, the woman in front said, "Thought you would escape through
the jungle? Fat chance! You, the infiltrators from the neighboring country have ruined our
lives and livelihoods and sucked our blood. You made us aliens in our own land. Now's the
time you all pay back with your lives."

"Oh, no!" Raising her hand before the aimed firearm, Saira said, "I'm not an infiltrator. For
generations we have been living in Aligarh. I'm a government officer and was recently
posted here."

"Aligarh?" Saira saw a bit of hesitation in the body language of the gun wielder. By now
she had observed it was a girl of late teens. The girl continued, "Aligarh, or are you
bluffing? Where is your ancestral home? Who is your father?"

"Our home is at Badar Bagh and my father was Dr. Habib Shaikh who passed away a few
years ago."

"Habib Shaikh, that unscrupulous doctor?" The girl excitedly said.

"You may say so." Said shamefaced Saira, "But he was amply punished for his acts. About
twenty years ago, he had his medical license annulled for being involved in some illegal
activities. The shock made him repent and since then he was a changed man. He dedicated
himself to the service of the needy even at the cost of neglecting his family. We therefore
had to struggle a lot for coming up in life. Well, did you by chance know my father?"

"Not me but my mother knew him." Said the girl with a much more composed voice. Then
she continued, "And I can probably guess why his license was canceled.



My mother came from a rich and well-known family of Assam. She was married in an
aristocratic family of Aligarh. It was not a happy marriage. Yet she became pregnant in the
course of time. Her in-laws were dead-against a girl child. So they took her to the chamber
of your father Dr. Habib Shaikh. Ultrasonography for sex determination was then in its
nascent stage. Yet it was proscribed by law. But Dr. Shaikh dared to conduct such illegal
tests for hefty sums of money. His clandestine business was mushrooming but law couldn't
touch him as he had many influential clients.

Before the test, my mother had a chance to face the doctor in private. She didn't dare to
utter any word but just looked at him with pleading eyes. The doctor didn't misread her.
After the test when he discovered it was a girl child, he told my grandfather, "Distribute
sweets at home, Mr. Trivedi — it's a grandson. | however am warning you that our imaging
technology is not yet cent percent perfect and please don't blame me if I've misread the
image."

"Of course, we are aware of that. Yet we also know that Dr. Habib, the genius never erred."”
Said my overjoyed grandfather as he took my mother back home.

The doctor however had similarly alerted my mother in the meanwhile with eye gestures,
and she too didn't fail to read the message. Among the celebrations she sneaked out one
night and boarded an east-bound train. Finally, she reached her parent's home and I was
safely born there.

My mother's in-laws probably guessed later that Dr. Shaikh had double crossed them. They
were quite influential and possibly saw to it that your father's license got canceled.

'I'm forever indebted to Dr. Habib, for your life. | could never repay him. Try if you can’,
were the words my mother told me on her deathbed."

The girl stopped. Spellbound Saira waited with bated breath for her next moves.
"Go!" She said in a soft but definitive tone.

As Saira started the engine, the girl added, "The road forked a few miles ahead. In the right
one, there will be a squad waiting. Take the left one. Although that passes through rough
terrain and you've to be alert about wild animals crossing your track, there's no human
being there."

Saira thanked the girl and started the car. After a few seconds when she looked back she
saw a shadowy figure looking at her lifted a gun over head and then disappeared in the
thick of the jungle.



The Wishing Pond

Rwitwika Bhattacharya Kolkata, India

October had arrived in Kolkata with an array of dazzling colors and cheerful sounds.
Goddess Durga was here with her children. The pandals were gorgeously decorated, the
people were beautifully dressed, and every living heart was filled with a joyous
excitement. Well... almost every heart.

Priya Roy was probably the only miserable soul in the otherwise festive times. Her mood
was gloomy as ever as she sat at the table having her breakfast. Dressed in her white shirt
and grey trousers she was already ready for work. She was required to wear black pants
but true to her bad luck its button was found torn.

“If you weren’t such a pushover”, the outline of a short and stout woman emerged from
inside the kitchen, “your boss wouldn’t be walking all over you”

“It’s not like that, Mom”, Priya mumbled nervously, “they need me there. The other girls
have taken leave”

“And YOU can’t?”

Priya winced a little at her mother’s shrill voice.

“I... well... “ she squeaked like a mouse, “I’ve not been there long...”

“Nonsense!”, her mother cut her off, “you’ve been working there for more than a year
now! They don’t give you a day off because you don’t have the guts to ask!”

Her mother tied her hair up in a bun which usually signaled the end of the conversation.
But before Priya could relax her mother had one final thing to say.

“Such a disappointment you have turned out to be. Learn to grow a spine, Priya!”

With that her mother went back inside.

Grow a spine!

If Priya really ever grew a spine the first thing she’d do would be asking her mother to
leave her alone! If only she had gotten that job in Hyderabad! How far away from her
parents she could be! But would her rotten luck allow these blessings? A big fat NO!
Anger had only begun heating up her body when the chills of anxiety ran down her back.
She was late for work!

**k*

The festive season has many positives, but a smooth travelling experience is not one of
them. The ominous black cat crossing her path on her way out only confirmed her
suspicion that the trip to her work wouldn’t be pleasant. A very antsy Priya sat fidgeting
beside the window as the bus moved forward like a snail. She felt like each passing



second was adding an extra weight on her mind. She could still hear the harsh words of
her manager from the last time she was late.

“I’m keeping you on this job despite your very poor performance, only because | have
sympathy for your financial condition. And you repay me by coming in late every single
day”

Even though she had never been late before and was late on that day only because she
had a medical emergency, her health wasn’t a concern for Mahua the Monster (that’s how
she referred to Manager Mahua Gupta in her head)

In a way her mother was right. If only Priya could get over her timid nature and stand up
to the monster...

“I’d get fired”, she reminded herself.

“Madam! Don’t take up so much space. Scooch a little”

An annoying nasal voice penetrated her ears. Priya looked up to find a woman with two
protruding front teeth trying to fit herself and her son in the space beside her.

“Yes of course”

Priya sat quietly, trying her best to dodge the several kicks and pokes from the very
squirmy boy beside her who in his own words had “egg roll hunger”, whatever that
meant, when she felt a light tap on her shoulder.

“Hello!”, the perfectly round face of her former schoolmate gleamed from the seat behind
her.

“Rupesh! How are you?”

“Not too bad. Isn’t it a bit formal for pandal hopping?”, he pointed at her shirt.

“I’'m not... I have to work today.”

“Ooh that’s bad! Are you still working at the Northside mall?”

“Yes. Still a salesgirl.”, Priya said with a small sigh.

In a tiny stroke of luck, the woman beside her took her obnoxious son and moved to an
empty seat somewhere at the back of the bus. Seizing the opportunity Rupesh quickly slid
beside her. His face glowing with a reddish hue as it had always done.

“So where are you headed?”, Priya asked.

“To Maddox Square. I’'m meeting Sonali and Mayank”

“How are they?”, the names of these old friends filled her heart with nostalgia.

“All good!”, he replied cheerfully, “hey why don’t you join us! I’'m sure they’d love to
meet you!”

The idea, tempting as it was, was quite impossible.

“I can’t. I have to reach the mall by 10!”

“So you’ll be a bit late! They’ll understand. It’s the Pujas! Better yet, take the day off!”
“Are you crazy?”, Priya shrieked startling Rupesh a bit. She didn’t mean to but the idea
was so preposterous that she couldn’t help herself, “My manager will kill me”

“At least give it a try!”, he kept insisting.

“I really can’t. I'm so sorry. She’ll never agree. Trust me!”



“Okay! Please don’t freak out!”

The two friends were silent for a few moments. Then Rupesh unexpectedly hit her with-
“You haven’t changed at all have you?”

Priya was caught off-guard.

“How do you mean?”

“You know, the way you were in school. Always so nervous, always afraid of the
teachers! Like time Miss Mukherjee wrongly punished you but you didn’t say a word?”
“That’s not true!”, Priya protested but her friend went on.

“And you wouldn’t tell on the kids who bullied you because you were scared they’d bully
you more if you did?”

Priya felt her ears burning up. The attack of humiliation was like a slap across her face.
“Look”, he added quickly, “I’m not saying all this to bring back bad memories. It’s just
that... don’t you think you should try being a bit more gutsy? I mean, asking for a day off
shouldn’t be that big a deal!”

Well truth be told, Rupesh, you haven’t changed either! You 're still the same imposing
jerk you were in high school! The very reason | had stopped talking to you altogether!
Of course, she didn’t say any of this aloud to him.

“I get in trouble a lot more frequently than other people do’’, she said meekly. “My luck
isn’t so great”, she added with a laugh so awkward it was almost painful to witness.

“We make our own luck!”, he declared.

Oh the desire to sock the guy in the face was too tempting!

“Not always”, she said instead, “trust me, I’ve been born with the curse of bad luck.”
“Nonsense!”

“It’s not! ”, Priya didn’t know why she was even explaining herself but she couldn’t stop.
“Trust me”, she continued, “I wish I could find a genie or a wishing well or a horseshoe
or something that could help me!”

“I don’t know of any wishing wells”, he replied, “but there’s a wishing pond. You could
try that”

Priya tried to guess if this was a joke. She couldn’t make that out from his expression.
“It’s true! *“, he continued, “the little pond behind Harinathpur Kali temple is said to be a
wishing pond. I don’t believe in luck. But at least three people I know have tossed coins
into the pond and got what they wished for. Give it a shot!”

“Oh no! I’'m not that desperate yet!”

It was a lie. Priya was intrigued by the idea. But was such a thing even possible? A
wishing pond?

1t’s so foolish to travel all the way back looking for some pond that may or may not be
magical. I'm already late for work. But then again...if I don’t try, I'll never know. Surely,
I won’t get in too much trouble for arriving a few minutes late. It’s Durga Puja after all!
“Okay! I get off here”, Rupesh announced.



As soon as the annoyingly cheerful face of her former classmate was out of sight, Priya
too requested to get off.

She ran towards the nearest auto rickshaw.

“Harinathpur Kali Mandir!”

The vehicle moved forward.

*k*k

The temple was overcrowded. The sounds of the bells and the conches filled the air with
an auspicious positivity. The little pond behind the temple was however quite isolated.
Priya stood on its edge for quite some time trying to think of the perfect wish.

Money wouldn’t necessarily bring happiness, love wasn’t enough, health wouldn’t ensure
enjoyment. What then could she wish for?

After a long thought she made a decision.

She took out the Italian coin she had since childhood. It was her favourite and she wanted
to use the very best for this wish.

“I want to be lucky. I want luck on my side and... *

Before she could finish her thought a loud noise startled her. She turned around to find a
man fallen off of his bike.

Priya quickly tossed the coin into the pond and ran to help the poor soul.

“Are you okay, sir?”, she said, helping him up.

“Thank you!”, the man who seemed to be in his fifties replied, “yes I'm fine.”

Priya’s cell phone vibrated angrily. She saw the screen and shuddered at her manager’s
name.

“I’'m so late!”

No amount of luck could save her now.

“Which way are you headed?”, the man asked.

“Tollygunge”

“I’m heading there myself! Come, I’ll give you a lift”

Was this the first sign of a shift in the stars? Did the wishing pond work? Surely this was
only a coincidence!

**k*

Priya expected to arrive at the mall at least an hour late, but it was in fact only about ten
minutes past her reporting time.

I'm pretty sure I'll still get an earful.

Her phone began vibrating again just as she was about to enter the store but this time it
wasn’t her manager.

“Hello?”



“Hello, Priya? This is Soumen. It’s my new number”

“Oh. How are you?”

“Good, listen. I’'m sending you back the five thousand bucks I’d borrowed from you. I’'m
sorry I took so long! Do you have Paytm?”

Priya never expected to see that money again. He borrowed from her ages ago and never
mentioned it again. True to her nature Priya couldn’t bring herself to ask for it either. She
stared at the amount added to her account smiling broadly. She was feeling lucky! Life
was good!

Mahua the monster stood frowning as Priya stepped inside.

“Arriving late has become a habit, has it?”, Mahua said. Her hazel eyes glared at Priya.
This combined with her hair tied up in a top knot and the stern expression on her face
made her look like a headmistress.

Priya stood quietly. Her heart hammered in her chest. She wanted to say something. Try
her luck. But she was afraid.

“What’s the excuse for today?” the manager tapped her foot impatiently.

Come on Priya! You know what you have to do. Luck WILL favor you. The pond has
worked for others. It WILL work for YOU.

“It’s the Durga Puja ma’am!”, she finally replied, “many of the roads are blocked and the
traffic is too slow”, little by little Priya felt more confident.

“So? Am I not here on time?”

“I don’t live nearby, ma’am. My house is far away”, once Priya had started, she didn’t
want to stop, “Even so I’m only ten minutes late.”

Mahua glared at her for some time.

“Get to work™, she finally said.

Priya couldn’t feel her legs, her knees trembled, her heart pounded inside her ribs. But no
matter how scared she was, she had done it. She answered back. And nothing bad had
happened. The wishing pond had saved her!

About an hour later Mahua appeared before her again.

“I’ve taken the rest of the day off”, she said, “you’ll have to manage alone”

Priya nodded silently. But then something inside her belly pushed her to speak up.

“I’ll need a leave on Nabami” she blurted out.

Mahua was visibly furious.

“And why is that?”

“I have some plans”, she tried to sound as calm as possible, “‘each employee here is given
one day off during the four days of Durga puja, I’'m applying for my allotted leave. So I
won’t be coming the day after tomorrow”

Mahua paused for a moment.

“Send me an email”

Priya was smiling ear to ear. Not even in a million years could she have found the guts to
speak up if it hadn’t been for the wishing pond!



The rest of the day was like a dream! With luck on her side, she spoke to the customers
with confidence and ease. Priya made more sales that day than she had ever before!

*k*k

Kolkata becomes a vision on the evenings of Durga puja. The multi-coloured lights, the
music from the Dhak, the brightly clad people with broad smiles all adding to the magic!
The world shines differently when luck is on one’s side. The unlucky merely exist.
Stooping apologetically. The lucky ones live, take up space with pride.

Priya was on her way back home but the glittery night beckoned her to join in the
festivities. She walked around the crowded streets stopping at pandals to thank Maa
Durga for the blessing She had bestowed upon her.
A while later Priya found herself standing on the edge of the familiar pond that had
changed her life. Overwhelmed with emotions she started dialling Rupesh’s number.
“Thank you!”, she said the moment he picked up “Thank you so much for telling me
about the wishing pond! It has changed my life!”

There was a moment of silence on the other side.

“Are you kidding? Don’t tell me you actually bought that story!”, he finally replied.
“It’s NOT a story!”

“Of course It is! I made it up. I was just a joke. You seriously went there?”’

Priya couldn’t respond. She disconnected the call. Was it really just a joke? But her luck
was undeniably better. Surely this WAS a wishing pond!

But her thoughts were disrupted by something shiny gleaming from behind a shrub. She
took the object out and placed it on her palm. The Italian coin.

The coin was never inside the pond.

Priya stood silently for a long time, looking up at the twinkling stars in the sky.

So it wasn’t luck after all!

Her lips slowly curved into a smile. Her eyes welled up.

**k

“Why are you back so late?”, Priya’s mother yelled as she stepped inside her house.
“I have Chinese food for us”

Her father’s balding head looked up from his newspaper.

“You have no respect for money”, he said, shaking his head disapprovingly, “Chinese
food ...”

“Money doesn’t matter when it comes to the people I love!”

Priya smiled broadly and kissed her parents on the cheeks.

“Fine! Go freshen up”, her mother said as both parents tried concealing their smiles.
“Absolutely!”, Priya grinned “and mom, dad...Happy Durga Puja!”



MY INITIATION (POITAY)

Dr. Kaushik Bagchi. Albany, NY

I was afraid to look in the mirror. My younger cousins were
giggling in the background while their fists were covering their faces. My uncles and
aunts who walked past me looked at me half-admiringly, half-pleasantly surprised. |
knew they were trying really hard to understand my situation, especially since I did not
know all the ways of India. | woke up at four in the morning today, having slept for at
least fourteen hours. Yesterday, | was with my parents, Tinku, some of my uncles and
aunts, and several of my cousins visiting Alipore Zoo. That was one of the most fun days
| had experienced in my life, and certainly the most enjoyable part of my visit to India in
1981. But the fun trip had left me exhausted.

During most of my childhood in Brooklyn, summers were completely open. Baba was a
professor at Manhattan College and my mother taught school, so we would be able to
spend an uninterrupted period of three months in India. Baba and Ma always looked
forward to seeing their family, and | missed seeing my cousins with whom | always had
fun. My parents’ day-to-day frugality allowed them to afford trips to India every three to
four years. The last trip was in 1978, and thus we were due for another visit. Other than
the oppressive heat and humidity, unpredictable monsoon showers, load shedding, noisy
and disorganized local travel in crowded buses and trains, and Tinku’s abject fear of flies,
we all thoroughly enjoyed our stay in India.

My scalp still was stinging from the antiseptic. The family barber, Noggen, had rubbed a
slippery white rock, which was dripping with an astringent, over my recently shaved
head. It smelled like Baba’s aftershave, but it stung like the orange mercurochrome Ma
would slather on my scraped knees and elbows whenever I got hurt. As I looked in the
mirror, | confirmed that my head was not bleeding as | had thought. My cousins, Picklu
(age nine) and Ghotu (age eight), kept looking at my head in amazement. | was the center
of attention, and was wearing an orange robe and holding a sack that carried grains of
rice. As part of tradition and emphasis on humility, I had to beg for food from my
relatives and other guests in the house. Many visitors blessed me and even rubbed my
bald head for good luck. They saw a boy who was being initiated formally to priesthood.
Today was the day of my poitay ceremony, when | would earn the sacred thread of the
same name routinely worn by Brahmins.

Just before dawn, Ma awakened me and advised that | bathe thoroughly before I meet
with my guru. | had a long day ahead of me, and | was thankful to have slept soundly the
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night before, especially after having collapsed of heat exhaustion yesterday after
spending the whole day at the zoo in ninety-degree humid weather. | was supposed to fast
the whole day, don a robe, carry a wise staff, recite verses from ancient Hindu scripture,
and beg for alms, as expected of the ascetic Brahmin who attains high social status only
by rescinding anything viscerally pleasurable or impure. Interestingly, it had been a year
since | embraced atheism and did not see the logic behind religion, but I went along with
the wishes of my family to follow the rites of passage within my caste, as my forefathers
had done. | knew | would get a lot of presents and fanfare on my poitay, so what’s so bad
about being bald for a month or two?

I had to sit cross-legged near a small fire pit in the middle of the room, keeping much
focus on the rituals and resisting the urge to swat the pesky mosquitos that wanted to bite
my juicy skull. Fortunately, it wasn’t too hot that day. Baba’s elder brother, who was also
Picklu’s father and whom I called Jethumoni, was my designated guru who guided the
prayers and made sure | was able to pronounce precisely all the Sanskrit words as part of
the Gayatri mantra, a powerful chant that has been repeated by Brahmins for centuries.
Jethumoni advised that I learn it perfectly, since | would have to recite it twice daily for
at least a year and remember it for the rest of my life. | was not supposed to share this
secret, ancient code, neither with a woman nor with one who is not Brahmin, but only
recite it during solitary prayer. | felt more potent, as | realized | was an important node in
the web of religious tradition; | somehow, without pondering or analyzing, passively
inherited the knowledge and wisdom contained in the folklore and stories of past
generations. After a whole day of prayer and rituals, | finally was awarded the sacred
thread, and for the first time, looped it above my left shoulder and let it rest on my right
flank. | had to wear it for at least one year, but may have chosen to wear it for the rest of
my life. | feared, however, | would have to explain to my eighth-grade classmates in the
school locker room why | was wearing a string around my body.
The next morning, my guru took me to the Ganges where | had to bury my stick. | was
happy my fast was over and looked forward to the party later in the day.

ad | |

w
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PEACE

Monideepa Sen Jamshedpur, India

Just a little peace

Looking for some peace
Away from stress and trouble
Like the birds and bees

In the lap of Nature

Among the flowers and trees
Beneath the cloudless canopy
Just looking for some peace

Why does peace elude me?
My restless mind does rove
| roam the sandy beaches
For one calm sheltered cove

Can peace be found in music?

In the sound of gurgling brooks?
In breeze that rustles tree tops?
In cosy little nooks?

In silver moonlit evenings

In misty morning light

In raindrops on your window
That cool your summer night

A word of cheer and comfort
A hand that holds me fast

A shoulder | can lean on...

| feel at peace ,at last.
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