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Introduction

In 2001 my son Tito, who suffers from severe autism, and I came to the United States, when Cure Autism Now, an organization based in Los Angeles, California, invited us to take part in their research project. News of Tito’s remarkable cognitive ability had reached America, and a number of neuroscientists from various universities wanted to study him to see if his progress could be transferred to others suffering from the same disorder. When I received the invitation, I thought, What a wonderful opportunity for Tito and me. America had always been the land of our dreams, and here we were sponsored to go to Los Angeles for four months! These four months would be, I was sure, the most valuable and meaningful period of our life. We were eager to learn, eager to experience. In Bangalore, India, where we were then living, we had a small, cramped apartment without running water. If nothing else, I thought, for the next four months we would be blessed with all the water we wanted!

When Tito was still very young, I had begun to realize that he had serious problems: he was locked behind a barrier of silence. At first, I had no idea that the problem was autism, nor that the prognosis was so devastating. I took him from one doctor to another, trying to discover what his problem was, to no avail. All I was told was that he was “mentally retarded,” until finally he was diagnosed as severely autistic. Not only was he incapable of relating to others, but I saw that he had little or no control over his motor activities. Therefore he had to be closely and constantly supervised to make sure that when he was with others he did not embarrass himself socially. I was told he would never learn to read or write, or even understand. Yet I detected early on, from many of his reactions, that he seemed to understand what I was saying. I made up my mind to test that conviction on my part by reading to him, both in Bengali and in English, explaining words and ideas as I went along, and soon I realized that his cognitive ability was good. From that I went to an alphabet board, to teach him to spell. Using it, he began to respond to questions — pointing out, letter by letter, his responses — and later to answer by writing. In reading further, I decided to focus on English, because of its universality. I had begun teaching him when he was only three and a half, and by the time he was six — doubtless imbued with the stories and plays I had been reading to him over the years — he was writing himself. At first I had to fasten a pencil to his hand, but soon he was writing without being thus restricted. At eight, he had begun composing stories and poems of an amazing insight and complexity for anyone his age. For the next three years he continued to write, and by the time he was eleven he had more than enough material for a book. That book, entitled Beyond the Silence, was published first in Britain by the National Autistic Society. Later, in America and other countries, a longer version, incorporating many of Tito’s new poems, was published under the title The Mind Tree, giving hope to autistic children around the world, and leading to our invitation to come to America.

As Tito’s tests progressed, we learned more and more about this remarkable country and its people. Every aspect of our new life in America was a wonder: The running water. No power cuts. Clean, wide streets. What we saw of California impressed us to no end. Soon I was asked to teach other autistic children, using the method I used with Tito. Although I was sure of my work, I did not know whether it would be effective with children new to my unusual Indian dress and my accent. Before long, however, the results were so positive that I was working long hours every day, having been given a year’s fellowship by Cure Autism Now to use my Rapid PromptingTM Method in a school for autistic children in Los Angeles. While working at the school I also focused on my larger mission: using my teaching method to reach out not only to children but also autistic adults throughout the United States.

In January 2003, 60 Minutes II featured Tito, me, and my work, as a result of which I was invited as a keynote speaker at various conferences and to conduct workshops around the country. Other children not involved in my school began coming to see me at my home for instruction and guidance, on Saturdays, Sundays, and after school on weekdays. After the children were gone, Tito continued to study and write under my guidance. I suddenly realized, however, that I was working 365 days a year, including Christmas and New Year’s! I decided I needed to slow down, to do justice to Tito, my health, and my mission. When in December 2003 I fell ill, I realized I could no longer handle all the clients — by that time some 300, ranging in age from four to sixty — clamoring for my services, hoping against hope that I could do for them, or their children, what I had been able to accomplish for Tito. The problem was, they lived all over the United States, and often they would call me, forgetting the difference in time zones, in the wee hours of the morning. Something had to change.

I called some of my clients-turned-friends and asked for their help. My work needs organizational help, I said, and I need some days off. I also need a paycheck that will support Tito and me. One who immediately and generously responded was my friend Linda Lange, who had a nonprofit organization called HALO — Helping Autism through Learning and Outreach — in Austin, Texas. I had earlier gone to Austin at her invitation — in fact just after September 11, 2001, for I remember how empty and desolate the airport was — and after my work there Linda handed me an envelope. I didn’t open it then, for I don’t feel it’s proper to open payment envelopes in front of the donor. But when I got home and did open it, I saw an amount so far above my expectations that I called Linda immediately and said I thought she had made a mistake. “No,” was her response, “It’s only what you deserve.”

Anyway, when I called her two years later, not only did she offer to support my work, she also said she would arrange to have someone prepare my schedule, which was taking too much of my time and attention. Further, I would have two days off every week, and have a decent salary to support us in our new country, some of whose ways were still foreign to us.

My work with HALO began in January 2004. While I was working at my clinic in Burbank, Tito went to a private school, where teaching nonverbal autistic students meant keeping them occupied with various activities and managing their behavior. I was constantly worried about Tito, for he was capable of so much more, but there was no other viable option. Still, without my presence and prompting, I could sense he was drifting away, although he continued to write in the evenings. But for his sake, I knew, we would have to find a better solution, which probably meant moving. But to where? The answer was evident: Austin.

When we arrived there, I was immediately struck by how much it reminded me of Mysore, India, where Tito and I had lived from the time he was five until he turned eight: the parks and trees, the university, the climate. So thanks to Linda Lange, we are now ensconced in Austin, working with HALO, and looking forward to the next stage of our lives, and to Tito’s continued efforts to write more and more of the tales with which his fertile mind seems endlessly filled.
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The Showers

This was written when I was still in India. As I watched the news and saw pictures of a cyclone’s aftermath, my heart went out to those brave people in the state of Orissa who suffered most that year. Resources were limited and help was not enough. So I created my own characters through my imagination to show my admiration for the people in that part of the country.

There was rain, a lot of rain that June. As if the whole month had been drenched with water. And the water had kept a hold on everything. The rice fields, the muddy roads, the pond where Kedar and Abu go to swim in the morning and where Kedar’s mother, Suman’s aunt, and Kariman and Abu’s sister come during the afternoons to wash and chat and argue amongst themselves, the cleaner looking buffaloes, the banyan tree that stands in the centre of the village and around which the village has grown, the cemented platform under it, where old Mahim sat during those dry mornings to chat with Kedar’s grandfather, Abu’s sister’s father-in-law and other old folks, all were equally drenched. The platform had become very slippery to walk or even sit on.

The crows that lived in the village had been quieter, perhaps because of the rains.
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“How much water can the sky hold?” Abu had wondered, looking at the sky. It looked as if all the waters of the earth had collected in the clouds just to pour on their village.

“The sky can hold everything,” Kedar had explained to Abu. “Can’t you see that it can hold all those stars, the sun, the moon, and even the whole of the heavens? I heard that all the dead people who become ghosts also go up there to stay in the sky.”

Kedar was very satisfied with himself for being able to explain to Abu the power of the sky.

“And don’t you see that even the gods stay up there?”

Kedar felt there was quite a logic in his words.

“Sometimes Abu asks such silly things!”

They were sitting on the bamboo platform by the river embankment, where Gopal and Viru come in the mornings to catch fish. The fishermen were not there that evening because they had gone to the town to sell the fish. So Kedar and Abu had got the whole platform to themselves.

Abu threw a stone in the muddy water of the river.

The river had risen high because of the flood. It was full of a great amount of silt, which would make the land very fertile later.

Kedar threw the next stone. They watched the ripples form and then be replaced by the ripples of the flow.
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The west side of the village was flooded.

The school was closed now for the time being. How could any school run when it was housing fifteen families? Fifteen flood-affected families. Fifteen families had made the school building their new home. Their homes were under the water. Where else could they go?

“Where should we go?” Dasu had asked Ganga Kishore, the headman of the village. “Yes, where should we go?” they had asked Ganga Kishore, looking at the school building. The school building was the only building made of bricks apart from Ganga Kishore’s house.

They had all moved in the school building, with their babies, with their women, with their little bundles of belongings and their water pots and cooking pots and their young boys. They had also brought their buffaloes with them, but because the school headmaster had protested about their entry into the school building, they had been forced to tie the animals outside. The animals had given a longing look at the building.

A problem arose when every family wanted to occupy the headmaster’s room. And since, that had led to a greater problem because to occupy that room, everyone needed to push the other one out, and someone was constantly getting hurt, so it was decided that the headmaster’s room would be converted into a common kitchen. But the headmaster was throwing tantrums.

He would resign.

Finally, he agreed because the headman, Ganga Kishore, had given his word that he would get the room repainted if any scratch appeared on any wall.

“Where should we get our rations from?” Karim’s wife had asked. Surely the grains could not be saved while they were saving their belongings.

She was scolded by her husband. “Woman, why do you talk when men are doing our talking?”

However, since the question was already raised, some answer was expected.

Certainly the answer could not be expected from Abu’s sister’s father-in-law or Haridas the moneylender, or from the farmers who were all staring at Ganga Kishore for some answer.

Abu had gone there.

Kedar had gone there.

Atul, Shankar, and even Shankar’s three-year-old brother had gone there.

Of course, Tulsiram, Haridas, the moneylender, Abu’s sister’s father-in-law, Kedar’s grandfather, old Mahim, and all the elders of the village had gone to the courtyard of Ganga Kishore.

Animals came too. Kedar had brought the goats of Mia Chaudhary, which he took out for grazing with him. He could not leave them on the field to graze on their own. Could he? Only last month Ratan’s black goat had been found missing. Ratan was sure that somebody had stolen it.

“How could you leave your goat to graze all alone like that when half of the village is starving?” Ganga Kishore had asked him back. “You cannot blame anyone now if your goat happened to get cooked by some hungry family.”

Surely no one could be blamed when the stomach was hungry and food was left unguarded. Since then Mia Chaudhary had been more careful about his goats. He had hired Abu and Kedar to look after them.

The highway which links the village to Karimgunj, the only town close by, was closed now because of the rising level of water. Even the railway track was now underwater. So Banwari refused to bring the supplies from Karimgunj in his trekker, which he fondly called his “car,” because he said that the engine would get damaged if it had to be ploughed through the water.

“Where is the road?” he had asked back when they were willing to pay him for the trip.

“Then how should we get the supplies?” they had asked.

They had all assembled in the courtyard of Ganga Kishore. Men, boys, and animals. The women and girls came too but remained at a distance. How could they come forward when there were so many people sitting and deciding so many important matters? They were present, with their infants in their arms. They made their presence with their whispers, they made their presence with their bangle tinkling sounds, and they made their presence with their soft giggles here and there, now and then and again.

Everyone however waited for Ganga Kishore to speak.

Yet everyone had questions to ask.

“How should the supplies come in if Banwari refuses to bring them on his trekker?”

“Who should feed the fifteen families put up in the school?”

“What about the buffaloes?”

Questions were getting interrupted by more questions.

“Don’t talk together.” Requests were made.

“Why shouldn’t we?” Requests were questioned back.

Kedar watched the men talk.

He watched the men. He watched them questioning. Questions like the raindrops turning down to the earth for their answers. And the earth, answering all of them back by flooding the village so that they could get reflected through the water. What can be a better reply?

He looked at the cloudy sky once again.

“Will the clouds ever move away from here?”

The clouds had looked back at him in such a way that he knew that even the sun would not dare to show its face to the village today.
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A goat had tried to move into the place right in front of the meeting, right in front of Ganga Kishore. Kedar ran forward to chase it back. And then he got noticed.

“Come here, boy,” Ganga Kishore called him. Kedar looked around him. Surely it could not be him. But Ganga Kishore was looking at him.

He walked reluctantly near the headman. Headman was the headman, after all.

“This boy here will look after your buffaloes. The buffaloes will live here in my outside garden and this boy will look after them.”

The headman announced it as if he was honouring Kedar with a big award. Kedar stood there by his side and obediently nodded.

He hated buffaloes.

Ganga Kishore was applauded. He had solved one problem. Ganga Kishore gave a polite smile back.

Kedar would ask Abu to help him manage those buffaloes. He knew how stubborn buffaloes were.

The other problem remained. Supplies.

Ganga Kishore started his speech.

“The need at present is to survive till the roads are opened once again. Viru and Gopal can take their fishing boats to Karimgunj and bring kerosene, rice, and vegetables. Till then, children below eight and elders above sixty will get two meals, while the rest of the village will have a meal before they retire to rest at night.

“There will be two common kitchens. Your wives and your elder daughters will volunteer. Food will be cooked by Ratan’s wife, Kedar’s mother, and Gopal’s widowed sister for the Hindus. Karim’s wife, Abu’s mother, Mia Chaudhari’s wife, and Amiran will cook for the Muslims.

“The Hindu meal will be cooked in the headmaster’s room in the school. The Muslim meal will be cooked just outside my courtyard in front of my stable.

“And my wife will supervise everything because the supplies will go from my house.”

Ganga Kishore felt good about his speech. He usually felt good when he was looked up to.

He needed to win the September elections. Only then he could get a permanent ticket in the Congress Party. He had heard from a source that the party was thinking of putting up a Muslim candidate that year. It would give the party a very secular image.

He also knew that Mia Chaudhary had his plans to contest the elections. He had seen Mia Chaudhary coming out of the party office when he had visited it last month. And Mia Chaudhary had hurried away when their eyes had met.

Ganga Kishore was waiting for an opportunity to impress people.

“What could be a better opportunity other than this flood?”

Mia Chaudhary was sitting at the back with narrowed eyes watching him.

Ganga Kishore was concluding his speech.

“As your headman, I feel responsible. And because I feel responsible, I take charge of all your plights. Feel free to come to me with your problems.”

“Rascal!” Mia Chaudhary hissed out.

It had been a long day for Amiran.

She had helped the women cook the meal throughout the day. She had brought water, she had carried the wood, she had served the meals, and then she had cleaned up the place. She was tired. The other two women had already left, leaving her to put the things back in place inside Ganga Kishore’s stable.

There were heavy pots to be lifted and carried from Ganga Kishore’s courtyard to his stable, where once upon a time Ganga Kishore’s father used to keep real horses. Ganga Kishore’s wife would not have those vessels inside her house or inside her kitchen. How could she? The meal for the Muslims was cooked in those pots. No, she could not have those pots inside her kitchen.

Ganga Kishore never interfered in the petty household matters. So he kept quiet. He usually kept quiet when his wife showed her determination.

Amiran arranged the pots one by one so that it got easy to take them back to the courtyard the next day.

“Who knows when the fishermen will come back with fresh supplies.”

Amiran was tired. She sat on the pile of dried wood on one side of the stable. She looked around.

“Imagine, there were real horses living here once.”

Amiran had seen horses only once in her seventeen years of life.

Year before last, when the circus had come to Karimgunj, she had gone with Kamala, Kedar’s mother, Ratan’s wife, Abu’s sister, and Abu’s sister’s mother-in-law to see the circus. She had seen many animals whose names she had only heard of before.

She had seen lions, elephants, and tigers there.

And she had seen horses.

She had envied that pretty girl who was doing tricks on the back of the horses.

“And how she dared to jump from one horse back to another!”

Amiran had dreams of horses and that daring circus girl for many days. And here she was sitting in the stable of Ganga Kishore, where once upon a time real horses used to live. She sat on the dry logs and closed her eyes. Then she imagined those logs to be horse backs. She kept two logs side by side and began to jump from one log to another. “Just like that circus girl.”

The door opened silently. And silently someone entered.

The door closed once again.

Amiran turned to see who the person was. She could not make him out because of his covered face.

The suddenness of the moment was too overwhelming for her. She forgot everything. Everything about the circus girl, everything about the horses, everything about getting back home, and everything about screaming out her fear and screaming away the man. She was waiting to be told what to do.

The man had placed his forefingers on her lips. She should not talk, let alone shout.

She did not shout. The scream had frozen to silence somewhere inside her. She heard her own silence screaming within her, knocking her down.

“Sit down, good girl.”

The man had hissed a whisper.

She sat down, waiting to be told what to do.

For a while she had nothing to do. She had only to wait.

She had to wait for everything.

She had to wait for the man to go and take with him whatever he wanted to take, including his heavy, tobacco-chewing breaths and the suffocating smell of his sweat.

Amiran was left alone again with the logs and those cooking pots she had arranged moments ago with playful cheer.

There was nothing to be done anymore. Nothing for her to think. Nothing to play with.

All her screams now came out from her through her tears. No doubt those tears were too loud for her to bear alone in that dark stable of Ganga Kishore, the headman.

She walked out of the stable. Her teardrops got mixed with the raindrops.

“How much water can the eyes hold?” Amiran had wondered as she walked out and away from the stable, to anywhere. She would not go home. She would go anywhere till the last drop of nothingness seeped out of her eyes. And the nothingness in her saw that she could do so.

Stories formed.

Stories formed on the water-filled ground of the village like clouds forming on the stretch of the sky over the village.

Those stories got mixed up with the raindrops as they met somewhere in between the sky and the ground, where Munira’s aunt was telling Ganga Kishore’s wife that her niece Amiran did not return home last evening.

And Ganga Kishore’s wife had formed the first story since then. A probable story. How else could she form a story if she had not considered the probability?

“Did you check the whole village?” she asked Munira aunt. She was worried about the help in the cooking of the Muslim meal.

“Are you sure that Amiran did not run away with anyone? You see, her age is so delicate.”

Ganga Kishore’s wife laid the first foundation to the story.

As the day grew and people began to know about Amiran’s disappearance, there were more stories to be formed around her. Some people were sure that they had seen someone jump into the flowing river in the middle of the night, when the rain made the loudest moaning sound. However, they did not interfere because they thought that it was the spirit of Lochan’s sister trying to frighten them again three years after her death.

Every discussion got collected from scattered isolation. They got collected in the courtyard of Ganga Kishore.

Ganga Kishore sat in the centre and listened to everyone. He looked around at everyone and he heard every story from everyone. Every story looked back at him as he chewed the tobacco. Stories looking at him with expectations. Expectations collecting to form questions.

“What should we do now?”

“Where should we find her?”

“And who should go and look around?”

“Should someone go to Karimgunj and complain to the police?”

“What about the midday meal?”

All the raindrops collected around the stable where Ganga Kishore had seen Amiran play with the logs last evening.

He tried to collect the answers to every question. All his answers got gathered into a nod.

He nodded when Atul Maji asked him whether he should take his boat out to see if any dead body could be seen floating downstream.

He nodded again when Tilak Mandal and Ghias ud din volunteered to go to Karimgunj and file a police complaint.

And when Samar Khan proposed that he could send his wife to replace Amiran, for the time being, Ganga Kishore had nodded again.

He felt responsible during such moments. The whole village had looked up to him.

After all, he was responsible.
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More water flowed and more stories flowed.

Gopal and Viru, who had gone to Karimgunj to buy the resources, had come back. Kedar and Abu had spotted them first, when they had taken those goats and those buffaloes to graze on the large mound on which the Sun God was believed to come down on the earth once every year during summer solstice, to assure the earth that he would continue to shine down till life no longer existed.

So, during every summer solstice, there is the great Sun Fair around the mound. It is attended by people from all the neighbouring villages. Once there was a gypsy camp too. It was then that Kedar had made up his mind to grow up to become a gypsy.

The mound is left to the cows and goats to graze on for the rest of the year. Abu and Kedar had brought those goats and buffaloes with them to graze. They had also brought some puffed rice along with them to share and eat. They would automatically realise when they grew up that they were not supposed to share any food because they prayed to different gods.

At present they were sharing the puffed rice under the inexhaustible stretch of clouds. The rains had stopped since morning. It was then that they had spotted the boats of Viru and Gopal trying to plough their way around the submerged trees, around old Giridhari’s hut, whose roof was the only thing which was out of the water, perhaps waiting to get drowned too, like the walls, because Giridhari had taken shelter in the school building. They saw the boats finding it difficult to get through the place where Giridhari had planted a wire mesh fencing to prevent the goats from entering the garden where Giridhari had grown the night jasmines and merrygold.

They breathed relief when they saw the men slowly removing the wire mesh and throwing it far away, and then finally getting closer to the village.

Abu and Kedar wanted to run back to the village and see how the distribution was taking place. They wanted to see who got those white radishes and who got the leaves.

But they could not go leaving the animals there.

So they just watched the boats drift slowly away.

They watched the men slowly pushing the boats when they got caught by one of the pumpkin creepers of Madho Singh.

Kedar and Abu waved at the men.

Viru and Gopal were too busy to look up. To look up at the mound. The Sun God’s mound.

Mia Chaudhary was standing on his rooftop with his hands folded, looking around at the fields. The water looked very muddy all around. One or two days more of the standing water, and all the paddy crop would get destroyed, and all the hard work would go to waste.
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