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SOMDATTA MANDAL

S
anjukta Dasgupta, poet, short
story writer, critic and translator
needs no introduction for the
Indian English readers. As an aca-

demic she has received many fellowships
and awards, but her creative books are
also many in number. In 2013, a volume
of short stories entitled Abuse and Other
Stories was published. 

The book under review is her sec-
ond volume of short stories. It contains
sixteen stories that have a great time span
- ranging from the colonial period to the
twenty-first century. Though many of
these stories had been published earlier
in the Literary Supplement pages of The
Statesman, their timeless appeal is such
that they can be read over and over again. 

A very socially conscious writer, San-
jukta manages to point to facts and

people we meet in our daily lives.
But many of the incidents that the pro-
tagonists encounter are so realistic in the
Indian context that as Kunal Basu rightly
points out, the stories “demand to be
read and read again.” The big divide
between the haves and the have-nots
and elderly female protagonists recur in
many of her stories. 

The first story, “Just Another Suicide”
points out how too much money is
required for poor village folk to go to city
hospitals for serious ailments. Thus, the
sick housewife Kalyani is indirectly killed
by her in-laws so that they don’t have a
debt to clear for her treatment and
as assumed, her husband marries
again with the pretext of need-
ing someone to look after
his daughters. 

The plight of a Dalit
farmer whose dream of earn-
ing some money by maintain-
ing a piggery gets deferred when
the rich Thakur who wants to usurp
his plot of land - and unable to make him
surrender by threatening, coaxing and
cajoling - gets him burnt to death. Thus
“Bhajan Ram’s Last Night” ends with the
routine statement of police investigations

where nothing ever happens.
In “Bird’s Eye View,” the retired

schoolteacher Mrs. Gupta gets closely
acquainted to the beggar street children
living under the flyover during her drive
to the club. As she starts distributing
goodies to them, reality dawns when she
gets accused of being a child lifter and
she has to choose another route to reach
her club. 

Suchandra, another retired English
teacher who lives alone as a result of a
failed affair, is the protagonist of the next
story “Distress.” She serves as an agony
aunt to her students and everyone wants
her to write about their problems.  In
“Charred Dreams” generational differ-
ence crops up in an erstwhile refugee
colony in North Calcutta when the ide-
ology of maintaining the sanctity of
Rabindra Bhavan Library built up
painstakingly by the elders of the com-
munity cannot be retained as the younger
generation sets it on fire so that it can be
used as a club room and a venue for hold-
ing the Durga Puja celebrations. 

The next story “Divide” once again
highlights the plight between the haves
and the have-nots, while in “Metamor-
phosis” the scientist son, who was very
obedient in his childhood, gradually
changes his nature after reaching the US
and starts torturing his parents so that
they return to Kolkata and die.

The title story “It Begins at Home”
is so real in the Indian context yet it
arouses a strange feeling when we realize
that certain incidents in one’s life can
never ever be forgotten. It narrates the
plight of a thirteen-year-old girl who was
raped by her father but instead of
informing the police, her mother hushes
it up. Later she leaves home to settle on
her own feet in Delhi and in spite of hav-
ing a loving and caring husband, she has
to carry her grief within her as she can
never disclose her plight even to him. 

The tragic ending
to the dreams of
becoming suc-
cessful in life
after get-
ting

higher education haunts two protago-
nists in two stories respectively. In
“Loser,” the slum boy Anil somehow
passes his MA in English but his life is
shattered when he learns that the girl
who would smile and wave at him was
insane and had died, thus destroying his
will to live. 

In “Change,’ a slum girl Putul wants
to educate herself and get a job but in
the end demands gold jewellery for her
own marriage proving that even educa-
tion cannot bring in a change in the
mindset of ordinary people.  In “Mira’s
Madness” the protagonist Mira wants to
study and get married to Sudip, a factory
worker. She desperately wants a job to
stand on her own feet but realizes there is
no respite from her parent’s or in-law’s
houses.  The idea of a woman having to
adjust to everything in one’s life also
recurs in the story “Adjust” where a Jain
girl, Ruchika, who grew up enjoying and
spending her days at the homes of her
childhood classmates, later gets married
and in the end asks the author to write
about her unhappy life till she dies.

In the last story of the collection
entitled “Freedom”, we find Kalpana in
old age writing a long letter to her friend
Meera narrating how she is free now liv-
ing alone, after becoming a widow with
her two children and four lovely grand-
children all estranged from her life now.
She wants to share her happiness with
her friend and having found her own
space, invites her to come and spend the
weekend with her. The twist at the end of
the story best remains untold. As the
brief outlines of these stories show, San-
jukta reveals a deep understanding as
well as empathy for the ordinary and
lower-class people of our country. At the
same time her feminist beliefs and social
concerns come out very succinctly in
most of them. The anthology is strongly
recommended for anyone who loves
reading for its own sake as well as those
who feel socially conscious about the

lives that go on around us.

The reviewer, a former
Professor of English, Visva-
Bharati University, is a critic
and translator.

This collection of
short stories
reveals a deep
for the ordinary
and lower-class
people of our
country. At the
same time the
writer's feminist
beliefs and social
concerns are very
evident.

RAVINDRA KUMAR

T
here comes a stage in a writer’s
career when almost everyone
agrees he has come close to the
peak of his craft. Navtej Sarna

has been writing for more than four
decades; his first newspaper clippings
date back to the 1970s; his first book
adorned bookshelves more than three
decades ago; his first work of fiction,
published more than 20 years ago, was
critically acclaimed, and in the years
since he has provided an eclectic mix
of titles to the book seller.

But with Crimson Spring, Sarna
has produced his best book, one that
elevates him from the ranks of good
Indian writers to the far shorter list
of those who have touched greatness.
For this is a wonderfully well written
book, made even better by the fact
that having chosen a backdrop that
is familiar to most Indians to weave
his story, Sarna injected it with fresh-
ness.

The events at Jallianwala Bagh in
Amritsar more than a century ago are a
part of the collective memory of Indi-
ans and while history has documented
what happened that fateful Baisakhi
day in considerable detail, Sarna’s pen
- and his imagination – take us into the
lives of characters who must have
existed if only because he has etched
them so dexterously.

These are nine characters who
come together in the first chapter – in
itself, an unusual way to start a book
but one that Sarna manages to pull off
– to set a beautifully choreographed
stage. Only one of them is a real per-
son, the mercurial Udham Singh who

was to be hanged some two decades
after the massacre for slaying Sir
Michael O’Dwyer, the Lieutenant-Gov-
ernor of Punjab in 1919. If anything, it
is Udham’s character that has a few
blurred edges; the others are master-
fully chiselled by the author.

Sarna notes in the prologue: “Even
a hundred years later, the facts speak
for themselves. The before and after is
only history. Its recording and inter-
pretation will differ from soldier to
civilian, from brown to white, from
ruler to ruled, from historian to novel-
ist. For every event in history is at heart
made up of the acts of human beings
and its telling is inevitably coloured
with the differing shades of pride,
regret, ambition, love, pain, courage,
and longing human beings carry with-
in themselves.”

Having set down that disclaimer,
as it were, Sarna proceeds to bring his
characters together in a narrative that
rings mesmerizingly true even though
it wears the robes of fiction. 

The characters include a woman
desperately wanting a child; a con-
vert to Sikhism; his brother-in-law
and nephew; a lawyer who over the
course of those tumultuous days
loses his faith in English notions of
fair play; a revolutionary; the ADC to
Colonel Reginald Dyer; the Chief Sec-
retar y of  Punjab,  and of  course
Udham Singh.

These characters, variously, tell
the story of Punjab’s crimson spring,
from the events that began with the
deportation of Dr Saifuddin Kitchlew
and Dr Satyapal, organisers of the
protests to the infamous Rowlatt Act,
to the hartals in Amritsar, then to the

shoot-
ings on
Amritsar’s
railway
bridges on 10
April,  to the
horrors of 13 April
and of the days that
followed.

But woven within
this narrative are
strands that expose the
reader to the revolutionar-
ies of the Ghadar party, to
the machinations of tem-
poral authorities installed
by the British, to the emer-
gence of the Singh Sabha, to
the role of Indian soldiers in
World War I, and to the life of
Udham Singh as he plotted
the assassination of one of the
two men (the other had
already died) he held responsi-
ble for the massacre.

The story flows easily, even
though it jumps back and forth in
time to explain where each of the
characters has come from. The
descriptions of places and seasons
are vivid enough for the colours to
seep through while the lacings of
sepia ensure that the historical con-
text never eludes the reader.

This is a work to be treasured,
bought rather than borrowed for it
asks to be read more than once.

The reviewer is Editor, The Statesman.

The events at Jallianwala Bagh in Amritsar more than a
century ago are a part of the collective memory of
Indians and while history has documented
what happened that fateful Baisakhi day in
considerable detail, Sarna’s pen - and his
imagination – take us into the lives of
characters who must have existed if only
because he has etched them so
dexterously.
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Short and poignant tales of ordinary people

ANJANA BASU

I
t’s currently a controversial time
for Boria Majumdar, though by all
accounts he’s no stranger to falling
out with the BCCI. Perhaps that’s

why he chose to write this book on Lalit
Modi, the man who created a super
brand and then plummeted faster than
Lucifer from IPL heaven; most readers
will be aware of the story, though per-
haps not its details. The fact that IPL
became a runaway success in a world
tiring of five day test matches, a world
packed with millennials who have
short attention spans and are dying for
new entertainment is, if you come to
think of it, hardly surprising. What is
surprising perhaps is the fact that a
maverick like Lalit Modi stumbled
upon the success for-
mula after a string
of not so success-
ful ventures
which had his
mega business
family despairing
of him.

Suddenly all
TV screens and
newspaper head-
lines were
grabbed by IPL
and the new
superhero type
names that the
teams boasted.
Not to mention
the new format,
players from
across the world
being auctioned.
As someone origi-
nally protested,
big names were
being turned into
commodities.
Despite that fac-
tor, politicians,
Bollywood stars
and corporations
were suddenly
coming together
in conglomerates
to bid for players
and the sums of
money being
invested were
beyond imagina-
tion.

In between
we have Majum-
dar’s media moments with

inside news being leaked, or exclusive
interviews grabbed. A pendulum swing
between Modi’s rise and the BCCI’s
being overwhelmed by the new phe-
nomenon and then being totally over-
shadowed. If it were Greek tragedy, one
would have talked about hubris.
According to Majumdar, Modi rode
high on his victory, driving only in Mer-
cedes S Classes - if the model wasn’t
available in the city where he was
going, he would demand that it be
brought in - from Hyderabad as it hap-
pened on one occasion. His was a high
life of five star hotels fuelled by the con-
fidence that nothing could possibly go
wrong. Which, for the longest time, it
didn’t.

IPL was going from strength to
strength until Modi’s ego took him to
questioning a bid put in by Kochi for
an IPL team. Kochi had won the bid fair
and square but Majumdar points out
that Modi kept giving the Kochi lawyers
the runaround while claiming that he
had matches to

attend - which, n all fairness he did.
However, he dragged out the proceed-
ings and the Kochi consortium which
consisted of Shashi Tharoor, among
others, began to lose their patience and
appealed to the BCCI. That was when
the name of Sunanda Pushkar first
broke in the media and her relation-
ship with Tharoor was out in the open.

Going against the rules of stake-
holder confidentiality, Modi accused
Kochi of giving Pushkar an unpaid
sweat allowance of shares. The result
was a head to head battle that drew in
Shashi Tharoor and heralded his down-
fall. Tharoor in those days was far more
prominent in the Congress scheme of
things, apart from being a keen cricket
fan.

In between Modi’s high-profile
world, Majumdar interjects the pace
and secrecy of his own profession.
What do you do when the interview
you went to such pains to set up threat-
ens to fall through? Do you take the risk
of breaking an exclusive scoop or not -
how does a senior journalist rely on his

gout? Majumdar also throws in anec-
dotes about the BCCI President’s
refusal to have his own iPhone -
something that Modi tried to use to
his advantage as a means of getting
around the mammoth financial
assurance figure laid down for IPPL
consortiums. The detailing of
Modi’s downfall also encapsulates
much of Majumdar’s career as a
journalist and his own clashes with
the BCCI and Modi himself.

Majumdar outlines the story
clearly and dramatically and, as he
emphasises, drama is what Modi is
all about, from his presence on
Twitter to his appearances in IPL
matches in the UK, where he is cur-
rently based, draped in a tricolour
for the perfect photo op moment.
Modi remains high flying and it is
no wonder that the book has been
commissioned for a movie since it
has all the ingredients of a block-
buster – however given Modi’s deft
hand with lawyers, the producers
may not have an easy time of it!

The writer is a reviewer.
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