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The boy

Up the ladder he comes

Pounding at the door

He wakes us from sleep —

His bright eyes questioning,

Telling us something,

But, then he stands quietly,

Close to the wall,

His eyes still on us.

‘We went far away,

a long way, indeed.’

Glancing at the toys, the colour of the sun,
“What a nice colour!’

and before we were able

to open our eyes and see,

the boy was gone, calling out a name
from the terrace.
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Green Bench

The trees have vines coiled round them,
Now blood in the veins

boils and then simmers down.

There are a number of crooked pathways,

Days, that have no straight

Autobiography.

Somewhat amazed we discover

that we exist. We pick out a few points

from other’s life-stories

To while away the time, believing as ever

That they offer us more than our own.

We select a green bench, too,

With a thatch of green overhead

but its shade and appearance varies

with the light of day and dark of night.

Time and again we come back

as if looking for a thing we’ve forgotten.

We try and recall our forgetting.

But we tire of it too soon

Since we don’t know the purpose

of all this. We, that is, the bench and I.

In the dark light suddenly a horse
appears and begins to graze

on the grass and dry leaves.

We get a respite.

and recall, that holidays

come to a sudden end.

Like a flash the bench looms up

Its face turned towards the mountains.
In every season —

We used to come here and sit.
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The Lonely Sky

While the city sleeps

A man is awake

on the veranda.
Street-lamps burn away.
The trees are awake

till sleep triumphs.

A woman tosses in bed
Planes land at the airport
A coolie’s legs dream of
a distant village.

While the city sleeps

another man returns to the noise of
barking dogs.

Near the plants

clay is on guard.

Firemen are all ears.

A man writes a letter,

Another has regrets.

An ancient house grows older.
A peepal sprouts through a wall,
bullying the wind.

While the city sleeps

Red signals peer down

From their solitary altitude.

The sky remains
Lonely with the stars.
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Two Statues

This is a print of two

Very old statues

Dug out from the ruins.

Of a man and a woman.
Names and year unknown.
Were there really two —

a man and a woman,

or just words carved into statues?
Stuck to the wall the print
flutters in the wind.

Their eyes look

in the same direction,

but they see different things
at the same time.

The print flutters in the dark night
as the wind blows,

I can see them.

Names and year unknown.
I’m not deluded.

Across all the rivers

fields, mountains, woods
cities and centuries,

I feel I’'m at the spot

where they were carved.
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We

We see the albums

Sit on the grass

Read the books

Look out of the windows

We wake up at night
Mark time

Write letters

Think

We take a stroll, return home
Make love

Play with children

Argue with friends

We keep silent

We bathe and eat
Are tired, and rest
Often, quite often
We escape death

We fight against injustice
And we do not

We are engrossed in ourselves
And we are not

We know
And we do not know

We repent

And we do not

We depart from earth
Along with love

Along with the injustice

All our own
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While a plane zooms past in the sky

While a plane zooms past in the sky
Ants gather around a tree

A woman spreads out some clothes to dry
A postman delivers letters to a house

A farmer’s spade strikes the earth

A calf runs merrily

A woman takes a dip in a pond

And a girl gets her share of bliss

or a sorrowful moment touches her

But if the plane happens to be a warplane
dropping bombs

All this disappears in a flash
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Who's out there on a motorbike?

Who’s out there speeding fast
on a motorbike

(while the city sleeps)
ignoring signals?

A fugitive?
or had he gone to pick up or drop
someone at the rail station?

Merrily returning from a party?
Carrying an urgent message?
Aburglar?

Robber?

Spreading terror?

Who’s out there on a motorbike?

Is the pillion occupied by his beloved
stretching herself in ecstasy,
touching the moon?

Someone has taken ill at his house?

A cop?
Someone out of a movie?
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Who’s out there,

piercing through the thick

of the night?

A murderer?

Someone just enjoying the ride?

Who’s out there after midnight?
In these wee hours,

terrifying the darkened footpaths,
racing at lightning speed,

on a motorbike,

making the dogs bark?

A doctor?

A poet?
Who is the maker of this thunder

echoing in the hotel room?

S
Indian [nstitute o1 Adyaneed Study

Acc. No. ...k e e’,

DG et
Shimla

Who is it?

| S
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There will be a day

There will be a day
When a visit to any place
Would be marked by the
Absence of mother.

We will go to many a home
With new addresses

Where the old dwellings
Show up.

But mother won’t be there.
Lifting our bag

From the parched land

As if from afar,

Watching the grass,

We would stop

Frozen.
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In Delhi

Even in Delhi
Cuckoos call

Leaves fall

Ants crawl up the tree.

In Delhi, too
Sparrows fly
Squirrels hie
And red becomes the sky.

Even in Delhi
Rise the stars.
Evenin Delhi
The butterfly darts.

These t00,
Yes these 100,
In Delhi.

While A Plane Zooms Past In The Sky 25
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The ways of cooking
In memory of poet Raghuvir Sahay

Several are the ways of cooking,
Several the dishes,

And several the tastes of dishes aplenty.
A dish may still dodge

The ways of cooking,

And turn it sweet or Sour-

A miracle this?
We could even say it’s a mystery-

The touch of the perfect cook, of course,
Does count. Though
Greater yet is the heart

That cooks.
Andit’s invisible.
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The palate can make out
The way the heart lay
While the dish was cooked.

And, as for the ingredients,

They, t00, count.

For whoever heard of a dish

Wwithout them! Though

We must know how they are acquired.
The taste goes the way they are acquired.
That is: Ingredients,

The heart,

The dish,

And the Ways of Cooking.
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This I write

It’s all gone, all too soon,

And it’s time to get up

and leave —

The vehicles and the evening stars
The lights, trees, the flowers

Houses, homes, the shopping arcades
And the paths I've traversed

Time and again.

Rivers, trains, Sparrows, crops,

The body-fragrance
The mind-fragrance

Things so many [ knew and forgot

And those that linger

n in my thought.

And those boats — they have moved afar!

‘What was vivid is behind me.
What is ahead moves back.

Yet here, I sit, and
This I write:
It lives.
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On visiting a palace turning into a ruin

Moss grown over the eyes

Of stone tigers and lions.
Grass sprouting here and there.
As if the Palace’s sight

Had turned to stone.

River nearby

Run out of monsoon.

Just puddles here and there.
The eye roves

Over open scape.

In the shade of changing hours
Through countless years-months-days
The wall stands still

Frozen into panic.

Some trees stand green
Both old and young.
.Once ankle-bells

Had tinkled here.
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Mirrors grown misty.
Piercing the stillness

A bird flies in

Through flung open doors
Awakening for a moment
Dusty portraits.

Well, then,
Farewell!!
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Night

Night

Folds within folds within folds.
Night.

Droplets. The beat

Of leaves on the window.

Down the crevices, over the net,
Beneath the closed shops,
Through the skies, by the stars,
In the shuttered home left behind.

Night.
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Miles apart

We leave while the children are asleep-
They follow us
Into our dreams.

By the morning
We find ourselves in distant towns.

We talk to each other
Thousands of miles apart.
Nothing helps
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Bygones
For Prabhat Tripathi

Train tickets, postal receipts
Details printed in tiny letters

Thrown away
Once they’ve served their purpose

One evening on the train
When I had nothing else to do
I scrutinized the countless
Little letters

Of a receipt.

But I know my heart

Wasn’t in it

It’s getting harder and harder day by day
To read with one’s heart in it.

Suddenly I noticed the clouds in the sky
So many clouds

Thin as cotton and thick too

The colour of clouds.

I look out at the fields.
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The clouds gathering in my mind
Refuse to rain.
[ can’t even s€e their colour.

So much is passing by so much

I can’t put it into words

I don’t have my notebook with me
And even if I had

How could I print neatly

On a moving train?

It’s raining nOw.
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Here

He would come here once in a while

This is neither wilderness, nor ruins

Not enough twigs and fruit here

To be picked.

This is a place between settled land

And sloping hills.

All day squirrels leap from tree to tree

Countless ants and insects

Piles of dried fallen leaves

And yellowing leaves among the green.

Fallen rocks strewn here and there

And both kinds of earth —

Baked dry in places, in others moist. There’s sun.
And what a blue sky. Clouds

Change colour many times over

As soon as they come. Then the sun breaks through
Birds sing and then fall silent

Something stops and chirps again and stops

Like someone waking at night.

Then a crow caws a long-winded caw.

The breeze races with the dried leaves then

stills. Then starts to blow again. A footpath
where someone will come hours later

and say nothing to the one reclining against a tree trunk.
He sits up suddenly his voice dissolving

In the air. He gazes

At the blue sky.
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Resting Place

We go somewhere far away. And then we return.
And don’t know the name of the place.

The sky is not a ceiling, nor a deep blue

An expansive blueness

which has not been given body. “Resting place,”
intoned

Faiyaz®,

“The resting place is where we all arrive.”
Then he beat his tabla once

Bringing us out of our bodies. Each one of us
drowned. So many times I have seen myself
drown. So that the body does not stay the same.

* Tabla player Faiyaz Khan
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A Dream

Night slipped into my dream
Into my troubled sleep

A forgotten house appeared
Next came a village alley
and crowded buses

You sat on the broken steps
of some building

sad

Days drowning in water

Then the scene changed
Dried-up grass on both sides

of the path.

My clothing got rumpled
The T.V. detergent ad.
Was staining my laundry!

It wasn’t worth crying over
But the tears kept coming
I.called to my friends in panic
As they hurried onto the bus

Driving through the fog
on the bus
I too was on it, was relief.
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On this Earth

I see the dew on grass
sometimes green sometimes withered.

Drops of rain.

Sunlight, shadow. Moonlight. Dark.
Leaves imprinted on the earth.
Mud-walls surrounding the trees.
Like countless days around the nights.

Often I see.

Mottled walls of houses
Paint darkening on the walls
Grass sprouting from the leaves.

I see evening shadows.

Sometimes, walking,

I draw close, closer, closer

To the ground underfoot.

Listening to things,

watching through the windows of a speeding train
house, tree, home, hill, people listening to themselves.

Often.
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Night Tree

Fireflies flicker by the night tree
Stars glitter

Darkness by the night tree

Half asleep

Childhood.

There’s a pitcher of broken sleep
By the night tree

By the night tree tiredness

The sky

By the night tree bundle
Forgotten

By the night tree traces

telling of the day.
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We were not aware

Unaware, that we had to meet some day,
We meet and feel this is how
It had to be.

We sit together,

Silent,

Even restless. We,

That is, a flight of steps, trees, hills,

sometimes even the sky and the sun and the terrace,
and the sounds of the day and the night,

and myself.

whenever we meet,

we meet and feel this is how

It had to be.
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The lost thing

The lost thing is untraceable.

It’s vague resemblance in other things
and a glimpse in the dark eludes us.
We even pick and try to weigh up

a number of other things,

as we go on looking for the lost thing.
Years pass, yet the lost thing

keeps playing hide-and-seek

in our own homes,

in the streets.

And whenever one hears people talk of lost things,
that one pricks our memory,

the most.
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Between one poem and another

Between my one poem and another
There is all that
they could not contain.

You might glimpse it

in the stillness at dusk,

in solitude,

in a friend’s letter you received
after a long break,

in a dream of the house

in which you had lived,

or, in the thick

of the daily grind.

Sometimes it strikes you numb,
And at other times

It leaves you gaping at a tree
As if to prompt you to g0 ahead
And grasp it.
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As the shadows of evening grow

As the shadows of evening grow
along a wall,

sparrows dangle

like fruits on a tree.

You hear a train whistling out.
The body wakes up

After a nap in the sun.

Roads, platform. Buses.

Small stations.

Dwellings beneath the bridges.
Monkeys with the jugglers.

Maids

Going home after washing the utensils.
Tourists emerging slowly

from the ancient fort.

Elephants. And the gardens mesmerized.
Playful noisy kids. Peasants

In fields. Boats in river.

Tea stalls.

Days at home within homes.

Rising smoke

The grass

touching the heart of the earth.

A poem engrossed
In search of the lost
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Wayside Station

There was the fragrance of some flowers
And there were flowers.

Children were selling in leaf-bags

small wild plums,

An old woman in a dark blue torn sari
was running panting and panicking

to catch the train about to depart.

At the back there was a wide-open sky

where fields began

There was a crowd

And not a single familiar face.

But they were people who were quite familiar.

A yellow turban on his head

a middle-aged man squatted on the ground
with wife, a few children,

waiting for some other train.
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