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‘As the river surrenders itself to the ocean,

what is inside me moves inside you.’ 

- Kabir
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Story of Ganga
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AT ONE TIME, THE DEMON Bali acquired enough power to chase the gods from the heavens. When the Gods consulted Vishnu, he promised aid. Vishnu incarnated as the dwarf Vamana and tricked Bali to grant him as much of his kingdom as he could measure in three steps. With the first step, he covered all of Earth. With the second step he covered all the heavens and while doing that Brahma washed his feet with water from his kamandalu or water pot, from which Ganga would be born. With the third step, Vamana pushed Bali back to the underworld. Ganga was born from the water in Brahma's kamandalu. Ganga was very pretty and danced in the heavens to the delight of all. One time however, when a gust of wind blew off the only cloth in which the Rishi Durvasa was wrapped, Ganga laughed too much. The rishi cursed Ganga to become reincarnated as a river in which all humans would seek purification. The eight vasus obtained the vow from Ganga that she would become their mother when incarnated as a river. They themselves were suffering from a curse to incarnate given by Saint Vashista and hoped that Ganga would drown them as soon as they were born. The moment when Ganga was needed on Earth came when King Sagar decided to perform an Ashwamedh Yagya (horse sacrifice) that would make him Emperor of the Earth. When Indra saw that happen, he became worried by Sagar’s increasing power. So, Indra stole Sagar's horse before the ritual could be completed and tied it to the tree under which Sage Kapila was meditating. 

When the 60,000 sons of King Sagar found the horse, they thought Sage Kapila had stolen it. Feeling disturbed and insulted, Sage Kapila burned them to ashes with yogic fire that came out of his third eye. When Ansuman, the last remaining son of King Sagar came to know the fate of his brothers, he asked Sage Kapila how to liberate their souls from the ashes. The Rishi advised Ansuman to please Brahma with penances so that he would release Ganga from his kamandula and bring Ganga to Earth to purify the ashes and liberate his brothers. This task was undertaken for many generations. In the seventh generation of King Sagar, Bhagiratha was born. His austerities were so disciplined that he could finally please Brahma enough, to help. Brahma had no objection to release Ganga, except that Bhagiratha first had to worship Shiva, so that he would accept to hold the force of Ganga in his hairs, lest she would overwhelm the entire Earth. Thus, Bhagiratha undertook further penances to please Shiva. When Ganga descended from the heavens, Shiva covered the sky with his hair locks, so that not a drop would fall on Earth. When he had fully captured Ganga, Shiva released a small part of Ganga’s force and told her to follow Bhagiratha. When Ganga flooded the ashram of Saint Janu, he swallowed her as a lesson in respect and only released Ganga out of pity for Bhagiratha. Wherever Ganga would flow in following Bhagiratha, people came in large numbers to bath and obtain purification. Finally, Ganga reached the ashram of Sage Kapila and freed the 60,000 souls from their ashes. Ganga continues to purify the people that take bath in her and is herself purified by the saints who will bath in her water.  

Source:  

www.sanatansociety.org/indian_epics_and_stories/the_life_of_ganga
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Foreword
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‘SHE REFLECTS’ IS THE third in the ‘SHE’ series of books—published as a collaborative project by a group of over twenty women, of Indian origin, spread across the world. Coming from different professional backgrounds, this project’s main aim was to give a creative platform to women’s voices and their reflections from daily lives. None of these   authors come from a ‘purely’ literary background—and yet, as scientists, bankers, professors, engineers, managers, and home makers, they all have a story to share.

This creative endeavour started with ‘She Speaks’ in 2019 (short stories collection), which was followed by ‘She Celebrates’ in 2020 (short stories based on Indian festivals), and this book ‘She Reflects’ in 2021, which focusses on a similar theme (the female voice), but has an all together different format—Flash Fiction. 

Flash fiction is a genre that is still less known in the world of literature and storytelling, and one that is inadequately acknowledged, despite the sheer skill and eloquence needed to write a good one. Nevertheless, among today’s social media besotted, idle-scrolling generation with uber-busy lives, the power of a good story still prevails through flash fiction.

Ernest Hemingway’s six-word, short story—For sale: Baby shoes; never worn—brings to the imaginative mind, a deluge of images, both bittersweet and tragic. It’s amazing what six words, when woven in a magical fabric of short story telling, can do. How long does a story have to be, to tell itself out entirely? More poignantly though, how long does a story have to be, to ignite the wildfire of imagination in a reader? That which is left unsaid, that which is suggested in the laconic space between words, also constitutes a short story, in addition to the overtly written words.

With the idea of this creative endeavour prime in our minds, the SHE team decided to pen down micro stories—better known as flash fiction stories– through the voice of a female protagonist.

In this offering of flash fiction, the reader will find a rich smorgasbord of fiction, all told by a female voice, with varied personalities, experiencing different stages of life, under diverse circumstances. 

The stages in a river’s journey are used as a metaphor in this aptly titled collection, ‘She Reflects’, to capture the many facets of a woman’s life from its beginning to its end. She emerges from her source as Bhagirathi—a gurgling, playful child, full of curiosity and daring—ready to explore the unknown.

In early youth, as Alakananda, she is capable of inordinate risks—cascading from great heights and shattering boundaries that are strewn like boulders across her pathway.

As she enters adulthood, the turbulence of adolescence and youth give way to familial, social and professional responsibilities–similar to the role of the river Ganga. She becomes a life-giving force on which millions now come to depend. But beware lest you mistake her for a benign being. She is capable of great wrath and mighty destruction to avenge wrongs directed at her, or to protect those that need to be defended. She enters her final phase mellowed by a lifetime of experiences. She has become broad and expansive; quietly absorbing the rivulets of troubles that others unburden on her. Don’t write her off yet though–even in the final phase she is capable of plumbing the depths of her ingenuity to reinvent herself as a force to reckon with. In her last journey, she surrenders herself completely before meeting the infinite ocean. 

There are 43 flash fictions in this book, distributed across three sections based (roughly) on the age of the protagonist—Ganga (senior), Alakananda (middle-aged), and Bhagirathi (infancy to youth). True to its title, ‘She Reflects’ aptly begins with the voice of Ganga, reflecting an introspective, contemplative and mature state. The book then journeys back to the earlier struggles of Alakananda, and continues all the way to the inception and abundance of Bhagirathi. The stories in ‘She Reflects’ have a potpourri of female protagonists. There are stories of inordinate courage and defiance (Leela, The Famous Victory, The Proposal); of sacrifice (The Labourer); of ingenuity (Padma Goes Online, Her Piece of the Sky, Alakananda’s Heidiland, and Eklavya Redux) and deep commitment (Golden Carer). The protagonists are flawed (A Chrysanthemum Farewell); harbour deep secrets (Parand) or are denizens of twilight zones (The Overbridge, Memory of the Future). Their lives are touched by the supernatural (The Invisible Piper, The Voice) or unspeakable tragedy (Aintazar, The Wall, The Rocking Chair). Then there are relationships that are forged on the anvil of discrimination (My Name is Jannali); exploitation (The Blue Ridge Mountains, Maya and I, Bus: A Defiant Story) or unusual circumstances (Leela, When the Night Owls Met; How I Met the Mother of My Daughter). The characters manage to surprise themselves (A Cup of Coffee with Arun, Bhagirathi) in a sudden moment of realisation, or are surprised by unanticipated revelations (Bones; Kilimanjaro, The Blue Letter, The Famous Victory, Bubbles tells her Secret, The Interview, Daughter of the Pond, Shades of Grey). Sometimes conventional roles are reversed in unconventional ways (Palomi, Rainbows and Love, An Aphonic Expression, Travesty) or lives intersect by chance even while travelling (Full Circle, Kindness of Strangers, Claudia and John) to make the impossible possible, or are enveloped with mystery (The Stain, The Look). 

There are many other stories in this book that touch upon varied themes, some consciously sensitive, yet others subconsciously so. It is impossible to outline each story here. Nevertheless, throughout these stories, the protagonists show remarkable resilience by inventing and reinventing themselves in the face of life’s curve balls–very much like the river does in the course of its meandrous journey from inception to dissolution into the sea. 

We invite you–dear reader, to be our partner-in-words by reading with a discerning eye, and starting a dialogue about the gendered experience in your communities. Also know that by supporting our endeavour, you are contributing to the work of non-profit organizations, as profits from book sales will go directly to them. The authors in this project and the publisher worked voluntarily, and are deeply appreciative of your encouragement as we present our third book in the SHE series–She Reflects.

As editors, we take this opportunity to thank all authors of ‘She Reflects’, for their commitment to this project, despite the inexorable business of daily living, with its retinue of duties and responsibilities.

Abhilasha Kumar, Switzerland; 

Brindarica Bose, Switzerland; 

Teesta Ghosh, USA

(Editors and Authors names—in the Index, are mentioned in an alphabetical order).
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BY ABHILASHA KUMAR, SWITZERLAND

––––––––
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LIKE ALL ARTISTS, RUMI was insecure. She was petrified of mediocrity. Like all writers, Rumi was trapped in a cosmos of language that kept her busy weaving words in essays, stories, novels, and poems. But she was ever conscious of the invisible pressure her eponym attributed her. Seventy-four years into her life, even awards or fame could not cure Rumi’s afflictions.

Socially awkward and a perennial loner, life had passed by as if instantaneously, and now, it was approaching its end. This grim fact dawned on her after Kili, her cat, died.

Kili was named after Kilimanjaro, the dormant volcano in Tanzania, as featured in Ernest Hemingway’s story, ‘The Snows of Kilimanjaro’. Ever since she had read it as an adolescent, the story had stayed with her. The idea that someone lay dying with gangrene - with a view of Kilimanjaro, far away from home, contemplating their life and what was, what was not, or could have been - struck a chord in her. Most of all, the image that Harry, the protagonist, realised that there was so much he hadn’t written, but now death stood at his feet and it was too late. This thought affected her deeply. What if her own life played out that way? Death arriving before she could put it all down on paper? Kilimanjaro became a grim symbol, inspiring her endeavours for the rest of her life. 

Faced with the inexorability of her own mortality, Rumi was not prepared to let go without her swansong. She had spent a lifetime waiting for her masterpiece to arrive. It was as if everything she had created was in preparation for the one yet to come. She could not accept meeting the same fate as Harry. She feared that Harry’s fate in the story was a premonition of her own fate.

After contemplating for years, Rumi eventually booked herself on a safari to Kenya, the journey ending in Tanzania at the base of Kilimanjaro. She wasn’t sure if her arthritic knees would allow her to climb the mountain. But, with the prospect of facing her ‘lifelong muse’ or ‘lifelong foe’ – she couldn’t decide which – the old spinster boarded the plane.

The grand design reveals itself most clearly in irony. It took a mosquito bite for Rumi to end up with high fever in a cottage in Amboseli, overlooking an acacia tree and monolithic Kilimanjaro in the distance. Delirious with fever, shivering under three blankets, the old woman could not help but wonder if her fate had always been married to Harry’s.

‘Am I going to die?’, she asked Murri, her safari guide and caretaker. 

‘It may feel like that, when one has malaria. But you are not going to die,’ he assured her. Unconvinced, she asked, ‘How many days has it been?’ 

Near the cottage, two lappet-faced vultures landed on the tree, signalling a fresh kill nearby. 

‘Three, madam’.

‘Feels a lot longer.’

‘You must eat, madam. Your body needs strength to fight this. We Masai say that the mosquito fever opens a door and you can glimpse the afterlife. But you don’t have to walk through the door if you have enough strength to walk away.’

‘Interesting,’ was all she could whisper, as she drifted into unconsciousness. If you want to come, just make it quick, was her last thought, as her eyelids closed.

The sun had set when a presence stirred Rumi from her comatose state. ‘It’ seemed closer than it was. Farther away stood Kilimanjaro, with its iconic cap of snow over its giant base. Even a stunning twilight sky faded before it’s luminescence.

‘Were you sent for me?’, she asked, not seeing anyone.

‘No, you asked me to come,’ said the presence.

‘Me? How? That’s ridiculous. No, I did not.’

‘Yes, you did. All your life, you asked me to come to you.’

‘Who the hell are you?’

‘You don’t know? It’s me. Kilimanjaro.’

The door the Masai speak of, she thought. The afterlife.

‘Why did you follow me my whole life? Is this my fate? To die without writing the real thing?’

‘No lady, you followed me your whole life. You want to know what a story is.’

‘Ha! Right! I want to know what a story is? I, who wrote stories her whole life!’

‘Yes, but do you know what writing a story means?’

‘Please. Just tell me.’

‘Every creature has a story. Even I have a story. This earth has a story. That vulture there? She has a story too. Some creatures tell you their story. Some just wait for you to find out.’

‘How can I know stories they don’t tell?’  ‘You can, when you listen. You can know all the stories of everything that lives and has ever lived. You just have to leave yourself behind. And peek through the door.’

‘How can I write these stories?’

‘That is what most don’t know. A story is a giant mirror, broken by bringing it to light. A reader may pick up any shard that catches their eye. If they see themselves reflected in it, it will stay with them forever. That is the power of a story. That is why Harry stayed with you all this time.’ 

He continued, ‘There are no morals and no messages. There is something of everyone reflected in pieces of a story. And so, you, my lady, must listen without inhibition. Write what you hear. Without hesitation. That is why you must place yourself aside first.’

‘Will you tell me your story?’ she whispered. 

‘But why now, when I can’t write it anymore? Well, at least, I will die knowing.’

Kilimanjaro laughed, ‘I told you to leave yourself behind.’

It was dawn when the sound of a roaring Land Rover woke Rumi. Murri came in with tea and biscuits on a plate. 

‘Good morning, Madam. Your jeep is here. It will take you back to Nairobi today. Doctors can treat you at the hospital there. Come on, you need to eat.’

Bewildered, she asked, ‘Am I alive?’

Murra laughed loudly. ‘I told you, Madam. The Masai say that the mosquito fever opens a door through which you can see the afterlife. But remember! You don’t have to walk through the door if you have enough strength. Come on now, eat something so you have the strength to walk away.’

After breakfast and a warm sponge, the Land Rover drove Rumi away. On the seat next to her, sat a new ending. 
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BY TEESTA GHOSH, USA

––––––––
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MY NAME IS MRS. RITA D’Souza. I retired recently from my job as an English teacher at New Horizons School, where I worked for the past thirty years. Today, I am going to tell you the story of the most apt pupil of my teaching career. I had been assigned the responsibility of teaching English to class 6A that year. The academic year had just started when something unusual attracted my attention. While correcting homework one day, I came across an essay written in a laborious scrawl and littered with misspelt words. I glanced at the name on the cover of the brand-new notebook – Suhas Sinha, it said – and made a mental note to speak to the student. The next day, while in class, I asked for Suhas Sinha. 

‘There is no one by that name in our class, Miss’ informed one of the bright-eyed youngsters. ‘Oh! This student must be in some other section then,’ I said aloud and promptly forgot about it. 

Next week, Suhas Sinha’s homework notebook appeared again, amidst the stack of class 6A notebooks; the same thing happened the week thereafter. I asked my colleagues in the staff room about Suhas Sinha, but my search drew a blank. Further inquiries revealed that there was no student called Suhas Sinha in the entire school. 

In the meantime, however, Suhas Sinha’s homework notebook continued to show up in the pile, with clockwork regularity. My initial impression of a sloppy student began to change, as I noticed improvements. The handwriting became more legible; there were fewer misspelt words, and the sentences meandered lesser with time. Here was a student who was clearly making an effort. I decided that here was an opportunity to impress upon young minds the value of dogged determination. Therefore, I began to share with my class the path of progress of their invisible classmate Suhas Sinha. They were intrigued by this mysterious student as much as I was. 

‘Did Suhas Sinha get all the answers right, Mrs. D’Souza?’ inquired someone. ‘Please read Suhas Sinha’s essay on ‘My Favorite Author’, asked another, and I obliged. 

As the year wore on, Suhas Sinha silently became an integral part of class 6A. Together, we plumbed the depths of Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea; were enthralled by the adventures of Tom Sawyer and Jim Corbett; teased out metaphors and similes while reading Wordsworth’s ‘I Wandered as Lonely as a Cloud’, and even wrote a play based on the ‘Labors of Hercules’. Suhas Sinha not only kept pace, but flourished as a student, and I was happy to be the mentor. Strangely enough, I had developed such a bond with Suhas Sinha that I almost forgot that this student was not physically present in the classroom.

The final school term was nearing its end and the workload had intensified. I was busier than usual, guiding my class with their end-of-year projects, and conducting revisions before the looming final exams. Then something unthinkable happened. Suhas Sinha failed to turn in the homework for two consecutive weeks. At about the same time, I noticed that the brightest and the most active student in the class was looking rather despondent. I decided to find out. 

‘What’s the matter, Ravi? You look sad.’ I asked. 

‘His grandma is in the hospital,’ chimed in his best friend, Zaid. 

But then, in a few days, Ravi perked up and returned to his normal self. It was the last week of school and I had assigned the final essay topic. Class 6A students were asked to write about a character that they identified with the most, and Suhas Sinha’s brown paper-covered notebook reappeared in the pile of corrections. Suhas Sinha had written on Eklavya – the character from Mahabharata- a low caste boy, who surreptitiously learns from the guru of the royal Pandava and Kaurava princes, and pays a heavy price for it.

As I read the essay, suddenly everything became crystal clear to me. The evidence was right under my nose, and I berated myself for having missed it earlier. Ravi Datta and his grandmother had pulled off the greatest intellectual heist of recent times. I recalled a diminutive woman with snowy hair who would accost me at the school gates on my way out. There were always questions and requests for me: Ravi had not quite understood the difference between singular and collective nouns, could I explain it to him again; what did the Gaelic words in the poem on King Arthur mean, or could I suggest titles of books that Ravi could read during summer holidays. The appearance and disappearance of books was easy to explain. Ravi Datta was the monitor of 6A and hence, responsible for the collection and distribution of daily home work. Slipping in a notebook, or quietly removing it, was not a difficult task. Now confronted with all the telltale clues, I felt compelled to take action. 
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