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Slices of life

by Nandhini Iyer

HERE s a moment, when
Subrate Das, one of the
many protagonists of Farewell to
a Ghost, and erstwhile ‘“‘enfant

In many ways this moment
from Farewell to a Ghost is vin-
tage Mano) Das. A popular col-
umnist and short story writer,

terrible” of the political panth- | °Othin English and Oriya, Man-
? 0) Das has carved a distinctive

eon. reluctantly confronts his ) : .
Y | niche for himself, at a time when

past, at the remote Kakali — | h P e
Steneof abizarre youthful deba- (it S unaiscnmnating 1ascination
with hiterary ‘‘exotica’ has been

cle when he is startled into flight, .
| numerous authors of varying

while  sumewhat  clumsily | il BT
attempting to woo his benefac- | capanility, clambering onto the
¢ /Angio indian literary juggernaut

tor’s teenage daughter, his dhoti | e
l plungenng images, vernaculars,
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impaled forever on an obdurate : .
even pre-history and miyths in a

wooden snag. Decades later | U
& desperate bid to craii suitably

Subroto returns; in a bid to con- X .
quer and shed the demons that | Sthnisized personal literary ex-
pressions, designed to catapuir

have scafolded and circums- : :
tne 2uthor to instant stardom or

cnbed his meteoric career

moves, and salvage the self - equally mstant obscurity.
esteem and dignity sacrificed un- Wh_ere”‘ “’f‘,‘_‘ld'be:hopemlsm
wittingly at the altar of an impru- | SONSCiously seek out an elusive
dent youthful infatuation. The profundity, or encumber their
| denouement is a minuet in ireny :‘Sanf; ratives with an arch symbol-
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tionist parrative style and struc-
ture that is a distillation of au-
stere essentials — the seemingly
archetypal linear structure, inex-
orably carrying the narrative to a
classic denouement. His
strengths are a tensile callibera-
tion of the narrative, that recre-
ates the ethos of small town In-
dia, in a bygone era, and an un-
canny, even unerring, eye for the
detail of characterisation captur-
ing every foible, every whimsical
mood. As a result, characters as
diverse as Gouri the aeging mid-

as the local Chowdrani meta-
morphoses into the ““moon Sub-
roto had once rushed at’, the
kecper of his guilty secrets, hint-
ing at a passion, or at a mini-
mum. a4 shared regard, that
might have obviated flight.In a
delicate twist of irony, stripped
of the crippling scafolding of fear
but robed in the attire of self
esteem, Subroto finds he no lon-
ger requires the political crutch-
es that have underpinned his hife -
and withdraws abruptly from the

political arena.

wife, who wished to shock a
complacent village intc cogni-
zance of her being, or the reti-
cent but amorous Chinmoy
Babu, who seeks the protective
cloak of annonymity, unwitting-
ly provided by a power cut to
give expression to his unrequited
passion for the redoubtable
Roopwati, live out their lives in

- an provincial town in an era,”

where dogs still barked at motor
cars, where spectators sat for
hours gaping at silent films,
when modernity meant a newly
wed lady sharing a handpulled

FAREWELL TO A GHOST: by
Manoj Das; Penguin; pp 185;
Rs 100.

rickshaw with her husband and a
young adolescent’s blush at a
furtive look from a young man
was construed as conclusive
proot of affection returned.

HERE are few melodrama-
tic contrasts of mood in

Farewell to a Ghost, Manoj Das’

latest collection of short stories,

few steep gradients of plausible
and 1mplausible, jarring the
reader’'s sensibility and even
fewer hairpin twists of plot prop-
elled by a heavy handed,
laboured irony a la Maupassant
or O. Henry often associated
with the classic linear structured
short story. Instead Manoj struc-
tures his stories around a more
deliberately terraced irony,
which though mildly satirical, is
innocent of an uasympathetic

satirical gaze, thereby muting its
impact to blend in with the pace
of the narrative. In the process
what emerges are the delicate
pastels, rather than the more
vibrant primaries, of 2 mood
etched in fleetingly, a denoue-
ment that fades into the honizon
like a gentle wash, blurnng a
more hard edged clanty.

“The Naked” 1s typical, whesc
the faithful retainer, Bhanu
Singh, wrestles with the prob-
lems of etiquette posed by the
command to receive a delegation
of visiting nudists, finding cour-
age when the local deity’s sacred
precincts are violated and the
deity himself shockingly dis-
robed. Similarly **The Owl’" 1s a
delicious juxtaposition of super-
stition and insensitive, even cal-
lous modernity, in a remote vil-
lage, somewhat disbehevingly,
shaking off the shackles of
feudalism, where the locai
zamindar, succumbs to the wrath
of a doughty owl, the revered
keeper of the shrine, slainorin a
subsequent sleight of narrative
hand, merely slighted by an 1ll
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Indeed, I1n many ways,
Farewell to a Ghost, despite 1ts
deceptive simplicity, s at

another level. both revealing
and thought provoking. For ev-
ery metaphysical wrath that flits
through the narrative, whether
the predatory crocodile who suc-
cumbs to the charms of his would
be prey and is transformed into
an ardent 1f faithful husband.
slaughtered by unknowing hu-
mans, when anxiety propels him
on a quest for his wife, or the
glamorous ghost who 1s exor-
cised from a ruined willa, to
make way for a governmental
construction, there are a mynad
metaphorical “ghosts” — de-
OIS Ul I!cuL‘hL‘ry In ]t)’v’t’:. intre-
pid courage that dissolves in
stage fright, the heroics of an im-
agined slayer of a wcious
moneylender or even the death
of an ageing midwife whose
dramatic efforts to be noticed,
culimnate 1n an expected death
that fails to shake the village out
of its indifference laid to-rest.
What emerges in the ulimate
analysis, are slices of hfe, pre-
gnant with a delicious irony, that
catch the myrniad cadences of

life, the unsung and often, but

not always, unattempted jousts,
with the deeply personal de-
mons, that rattle furtively in hid-
den caverns of one’s life, seeking
gentle exorcism by circumst-
ances.
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