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For Annu Jalais 

















Many great rivers rise in the Himalaya 








the Ganga among them, and the Brahmaputra. 








Flowing down from west and east, they meet in Bengal, 








and branch into numberless streams, some vast, some small. 








Still they multiply, courses splitting as they flow, 








creating a tangled, green archipelago. 








Thousands of islands rise from the rivers’ rich silts, 








crowned with forests of mangrove, rising on stilts. 








This is the Sundarban, where laden waters give birth; 








to a vast jungle that joins Ocean and Earth. 

















I 








This 



realm was once under the sway of Dokkhin Rai; 








a mighty spirit feared by all under the sky. 








He preyed on humans, in a tiger avatar; 








whomever he wanted he’d take for his shikar. 








Under his rule all beings shivered in terror; 








day after day, they looked heavenwards in prayer. 








At length their entreaties crossed the Empty Quarter; 








from Araby there came two beings of great power. 








One was the Mistress of the Forest, Bon Bibi; 








the other was her brother, Shah Jongoli. 








Bon Bibi was strong, but full of compassion; 








her brother was a warrior, his powers were legion. 








The strangers’ arrival didn’t elude Dokkhin Rai; 








nothing in his realm escaped his unblinking eye. 








‘Who are these two?’ he thought. ‘Why’re they in my forest? 








Just look at them, ever so calm and self-possessed. 

















Do they think they can enter without permission? 








It seems that this pair is asking for a lesson.’ 








Instantly he dispatched a ghostly army, 








thinking they’d soon dispose of this trifling enemy. 








But no sooner did the spirits spring to attack, 








than they screeched in fright and came flying swiftly back. 








‘They’re too strong,’ they wailed, ‘this is a fearsome pair!’ 








‘You cowards!’ roared Dokkhin Rai.‘You’re easy to scare. 








It’s up to me now, I’ll deal with them on my own. 








Get out of my way, you fools, I’ll fight them alone.’ 

















J U N G L E  N A M A 








At once Dokkhin Rai assumed his tiger disguise; 








trusting that the mere sight would sear the strangers’ eyes; 








they’d take to their heels, they’d never give battle; 








not for a moment did he think they’d test his mettle. 








But fight they did, defying his earth-shaking roars; 








nor did they flinch from his fearsome, flesh-tearing claws. 








Every blow he struck they answered with many more; 








they pinioned his limbs and bound his taloned forepaws. 








Spasms of pain shot through him, sharpening as he fought; 








he flailed with all his strength, but the bindings held taut. 








The tiger’s stripes, which had danced like the flames of a fire, 








now fell still, the embers of a fading pyre. 








Lying prostrate, pinned under Shah Jongoli’s thigh, 








what could Dokkhin Rai think but that his end was nigh? 

















A M I TAV  G H O S H 








But he was wrong—to finish him wasn’t their mission, 








they had come there with a different intention. 








What they wanted to end was his tyranny, 








this they did by confining him to a boundary. 








They drew a line, to mark a just separation, 








between the forest, and the realm of the human. 








To Dokkhin Rai was given the jungles of the south, 








where land and water mingle, at the rivers’ mouth. 








No human would come there, nor could he go outside, 








he would live a life of plenty, reigning with pride. 








Thus did Bon Bibi create a dispensation, 








that brought peace to the beings of the Sundarban; 








every creature had a place, every want was met, 








all needs were balanced, like the lines of a couplet. 

















II 








But 



in this fleeting world, nothing is forever, 








desire is potent, and greed hard to conquer. 








The sprouting of avarice begins in the spring, 








when bees are busy and flowers are blossoming. 








So it was for Dhona, renowned as the Rich One; 








sadly his wealth had not brought him satisfaction. 








He had prospered in trade, with Mona, his brother, 








who was a man of a quite different temper. 








Content at home, Mona liked his comfort and peace; 








he’d worked long and hard, and was glad of his release. 








Dhona, on the other hand, always wanted more; 








not for him a life of quiet contentment ashore. 
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