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Suggested title – In the Park 
Sitting on the chair with his legs pulled up and the blue shawl wrapped round his body, Nikunja was studying in the light of the table lamp. Pulling open the door Didil came in and stopped a moment in the shade at the doorstep. The huge shadow of Nikunja’s head fell in the corner of the wall. A scene from the past flashed through Nikunja’s mind; on the night before the examination he was sitting at the table in the light of the lamp, the shawl wrapped round his body, shivering vigorously half in the cold and half out of fear for the exams, when, pushing open the door, Didil came in bringing along the maths books.

“You are back quite early,” Nikunja said looking at the alarm clock on the table, and marking the page with the red-and-blue pencil, closed the book. Today too they could have studied together – he thought – but in the meantime eleven months had elapsed.

Didil’s face moved to the brighter portion of the room. It looked just as it had appeared when he had gone out – calm and indifferent, nothing else was written on it. In fact, even the thought that had struck Nikunja when he had escorted him from the station that he had lost weight and the face had somehow undergone change, – although except for an indistinct crease on the forehead no other line was visible – had vanished; that same Didil whom he had remembered just before he had gone to jail during the students’ unrest eleven months ago.

After that Nikunja came to study in Kolkata, busy with his own work. Gauri too had come to Kolkata, she too might have been busy, not having met Nikunja even once.

“Yes,” Didil said and sat on Nikunja’s bed, and taking out the handkerchief, wiped his face. So long Nikunja had noticed that he was sweating. He wore only the catechu coloured pullover with an open neck, having gone out without wearing even the coat, but even his palms were damp with sweat.

Nikunja did not ask anything. The conversation that he had with Didil since his arrival in the afternoon was of the following pattern:

“Now Didil, I hear that you all have rented out your house at Rehabari?”

“Yes.”

“Who is staying there?”

“You wouldn’t know them.”

“Hm? Mm. How much are they paying as rent?”

“Quite reasonable.”

Such replies were irritating, but Nikunja had got used to them. “By the way, I hear that Ami has passed the exams?”

“Yes, first division.”

“What were his total marks?”

“Quite satisfactory.”

Nikunja was about to get irritated again, but guessing that moment of crisis, Didil looked at him and gave a gentle smile. A familiar smile that could not be defined. One part of it seemed to say, ‘who cares’ and the other part, ‘let go man, why bother me unnecessarily.” A bisected smile, half businesslike, half confusing.

“Anyway Didil, so you are going to study in Delhi; sure?”

“Yes.”

“Why, what’s the harm in studying here? I too am there, together we...”

“You are now one year senior.”

“So what?”

“I am going to Delhi,” Didil said, paused, said again, “sure,” stopped, looked at Nikunja’s irritated face and gave that bisected smile again.

He might have actually wanted to say – Nikunja thought – that Gauri too was one year senior now. Nikunja had no idea whether Didil had any contact with Gauri when he was in jail; Didil too would not say anything. “Fine then, go to Delhi, why did you drop by in Kolkata?”

This time Didil gave no reply at all. He could have said that he took the break journey because travelling to Delhi at a stretch was strenuous, or that he had come to meet Nikunja, or Gauri. But if that was his wish why did he not study in Kolkata?

Nikunja did not ask anything. Didil took off his shoes and getting into the sandals, stared intently at the dark corner of the room. “Is that my bed?”

“Yes, there was an extra camp bed in the monitor’s room, I brought it here. Or, will you be uncomfortable in it?”

“No, it’ll be fine. Who made the bed? Was it that man named Raghunandan or so?”

“Yes.”

“Hey, an extra blanket! From where did it come?”

“Mine, a spare one.”

“I see,” Didil said and looked uncertainly once again at the bed, stood up, switched on the light on the wall, examined the bed carefully once again and interchanged the top pillow with the bottom one. Nikunja switched off the table lamp. The huge shadow of his head in the corner of the wall disappeared.

“Met Gauri or not?”

“I did.”

“You could locate the hostel right, couldn’t you?”

“Yes. But I couldn’t find a taxi, so it took me some time to locate it,” Didil said, paused, and said again, “Like you said, I went by tram from Sealdah. Getting down at Padmapukur...”

Nikunja interrupted, “Did you meet Gauri or not?”

“I did,” Didil said and kept quiet.

“What did she say?”

“Nothing, common talk like when I arrived, how I spent my days in jail, is everyone fine at home. She asked about you too, didn’t know that you were here. She was very surprised.”

“What else?”

“Nothing, just plain common talk.”

“She did not ask why you are here?”

“No.”

“What did you say?”

“Like, how she is doing in her studies, how she is finding hostel life. General conversation.”

“And?”

“Nothing, just plain simple talk. I wanted to have a better conversation, but there were many people, including boys and girls, in the visitors’ room.”

“Were you in the hostel so long?”

“No, we went out to the park nearby; you know that park you come to after crossing the Usha Sewing Machine store on CIT Road? I said, ‘Let’s go out for a while.’ She said, ‘It’s already past 7, I must invariably be back by 8 pm, they are very strict, what’s the use of going out now, it will soon be time for me to return.’ ”

“After that?”

“I said, ‘go and inform the superintendent, or I can tell her.’ She said yesterday too she had gone out with due permission and returned late, they wouldn’t allow it every day, very strict. I said, ‘alright then, let’s go for just half an hour, all I have to do is bring you back by 8 pm.’ But no, as if she would agree! She raised a lot of objection, really. Anyway, finally though, she relented.”

“Were you in the park so long?”

“Yes.”

“What did she say?”

“Nothing...”

“Come on, tell me, you wouldn’t lose anything.”

“Did not get much scope to talk. When we entered, some boys of the type that hang out at culverts, appeared; they started shouting from behind.”

“What did they shout?”

“Vulgar language,” Didil quoted some of the sentences uttered by the boys.

“Shucks!”

“I don’t know what Gauri thought, it was dark then, there were no lights in the park; as you know, there were very few people. I could not see her face. Leaving her there I walked up to the boys – believe me, all of them fell totally silent.”

“No one challenged you?”

“They became totally silent, I myself was stunned.”

Nikunja recalled the streets of Guwahati three years ago; Didil was returning from college with Gauri, carrying her books along with his own; Bheku’s group shouted from behind: “Hey, showing off, showing off!” But from one week after that episode they would run helter-skelter whenever they saw Didil. “After that?”

“I went and sat on a bench with Gauri. The boys went away. And then another noisy scene began. Five or six men entered from the other end of the park; they laughed loudly, talked rubbish, what they said could not be understood, neither Bengali nor Hindi nor English; one of them sang at the top of his voice: Baar baar dekho, hazar baar dekho... a lot of noise,” Didil stopped, taking out the hanky, wiped his face again. “Gauri became restless – ‘oh, what will happen now, these are goons, they are drunk; the way some goons treated a girl the other day too when they found her alone in this park – oh God! What will happen now, what to do, let’s go, let’s leave this place right now.’ ”

“And then?”

“She got real panicky, pulled me by my shirt, as if she would run away if she could. I was enraged; I said: ‘why are you shouting like a mad woman, sit down quietly in peace, who says they are goons? A few men singing, making merry, that’s all! And it is not that there is no one else in this park, we are not sitting in the middle of some jungle, and you see, I am with you – sit quietly, I am there.’ ”

Nikunja placed his feet on the ground. Didil took off the pullover and pulling out the hanky again, wanted to wipe his face, but suddenly twined it round his hand. “But her restlessness grew. The men were still at their place at the other end of the park, continuing with their clamour at the same tempo. She got up in a huff and said: ‘no, no, I am terrified, something is bound to happen today, O God, so dangerous, I’m leaving, I’m leaving, I am going alone if you don’t go’ – and she almost ran towards the gate; what to do, I too came out immediately.”

“After that you went to the hostel?”

“Yes. I said nothing on our way back. Leaving her at the hostel I said ‘bye’ and left. It was still quarter to eight then.”

Nikunja remembered that in the afternoon when he was waiting at the platform for Didil’s train to arrive, a long train had left another platform making a lot of noise, and immediately two coaches with their coupling detached that had remained hidden so long, came into view. He tried desperately to recollect where he had seen two such coaches, but could not. Now upon seeing Didil’s face he suddenly remembered the entire incident. When they were in Class IV or Class V they had once visited Didil’s brother-in-law at Chaparmukh; one day while roaming about they crossed the distant signal and came to two broken and abandoned coaches; evening was then setting in. They were supposed to reach home soon, having spent the entire afternoon out; Nikunja walked as fast as he could, but Didil suddenly stopped beside the coaches. Impossible, he could not go any farther, he said, looking at Nikunja in distress. (This was that look, an unexpected danger). Nikunja too was finding it difficult to walk, as his legs had swelled and the whole body ached. Suddenly an idea struck him – he pushed Didil into one of the coaches, saw a small stream in the distance, went there and drank water in his cupped hands; looking around, he saw a rusted biscuit container, filled it with water and returning to the coach, stood guard outside.

Minute traces of a smile appeared on Nikunja’s face, but he could not decide what to say at once. Outside the bell rang.

“Is that the bell announcing dinner? But I have no appetite at all.”

“I remember something very funny,” Nikunja said, and stopped.

“Me too,” Didil said.

“Come, let’s eat first. We can discuss these things later.”

“No, I am not feeling well. I want to sleep, you go ahead.”

“Come on.”

“Not hungry either. I ate a lot of things at a shop at Sealdah while on my way to the hostel. I mean it. You go ahead.”

“Come, you can have something else.”

“No, I want to sleep.”

Nikunja gave up trying. When he returned after having his dinner he saw that Didil had not slept yet; having changed into his pyjamas and lying down in the bed, he was smoking. Nikunja set the alarm in the clock and placed it beside the bed and wrapping the shawl properly round his body, sat up in the bed.

“Okay, what was that funny thing you had said you remembered?”

“Yes,” Didil said, “I had found it very funny then. One day after class Gauri and I were returning home along the shortcut – you know, the one that ran through Dhobapatty where the washermen washed clothes and donkeys and cows strayed in large numbers. So, one day we were walking along that road, when suddenly two huge cows came running towards us; they had four big horns. The cows were on Gauri’s side, I was to her left. She gaped and crying out ‘Gosh’, suddenly turned and coming to my left, clung on to my arm. The horns were now on my right, ready to gore. I felt like dead, but what to do, the way Gauri gave herself up and left everything to me! I stood there in complete silence – deep within I perspired profusely. Luckily the cows came to about a yard from us and did not advance farther; they stopped there and started eating the grass casually. I shielded her like a great hero and kept standing there for  about half a minute more; my plan was,” Didil paused suddenly and gave that bisected smile, “to snatch Gauri’s hand and run away from there if the cows raised their horns and came charging at us again.”

Nikunja thought that in the future too that bisected smile would appear on Didil’s face occasionally, at long intervals – sudden and unexpected. He stretched out his hands and let out a deep yawn. “Let’s sleep.”

“Right, I am sleepy too. Switch off the light.”
