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he village on the banks of Vaidehi river was small but a peaceful and beautiful place. The pristine village beauty inherited through the years was still visible there. Apart from the stones, rocks, plants, trees, animals and the human beings inhabiting the tiny village, it was the abode of many superstitions also. The calmly flowing Vaidehi river, the thick jungle adjoining the village, with many mysteries impregnated under its green canopy, and the numerous banyan trees with long pendants, all contributed to the belief in the superstitious powers. Nandu was not an exception. 

Nandu was the son of Balu, the potter. He was eight years old and had a sister two years younger to him. He used to call her Chintu affectionately. Though he was a student of the primary school in the village, he could feel that anytime his father would ask him to stop going to school. According to Balu, education was needed only for people in the town. He would ask Nandu occasionally

“What are you going to do after studying all those books. Its better you start learning how to make pots. At least I can sell more pots in the town and we can have more food”

Balu used to utter these words whenever he found himself in the midst of high workload. The demand for pots will rise high as the marriage and festive seasons approach. 

Nandu was also not so serious about going to school. He was only interested in the free lunch offered to the students of the primary school and the trading of toys and many other things with the fellow students in the school. The river Vaidehi, the mysterious jungle and the uncontrollable pull from inside to go and explore the jungle mysteries fascinated him rather than the text books or any other knowledge imparted by the master in the school. Above all these he loved to listen to his granny, who imparted the best knowledge of the world according to him- fascinating stories. After every sunset, when the granny would be reading the torn pages of the old book of Ramayana, under the light of a lantern, Nandu would come and sit beside her. As soon as she finishes the Ramayana, he would ask her.

“grandma..grandma..please tell me a story”

Neither Nandu nor his granny deviated from the routine. He would ask the same thing again and his granny would tell him a story. Everyday she would have a different story to tell. Nandu used to wonder sometimes how could she remember so many stories in her mind. Most of the stories were born out of the adjoining jungle or the mighty river Vaidehi. The characters of her stories, like the fire blowing dragons, the ghost with magic lamps, or the undefeatable sword fighter who defies the evil minded landlords and the pretty princess waiting to be rescued from an ogre in some mysterious hideouts in the jungle..all would come alive in his dreams. For Nandu, his granny was undoubtedly the most knowledgeable person in the world. His master in the school only came third. At least Nandu considered his father Balu as the second most knowledgeable person as he could create beautiful pots which were used by everyone in the village. 

When Nandu’s maternal uncle returned to his home after he came to visit them on a weekend, his mother and Chintu went with his uncle to his village which was across the Vaidehi river and near to the town. Chintu was fascinated by the idea of seeing the carnivals in the town. Though his uncle asked him also to accompany his sister, Nandu decided to stay back.  Nothing other than the Vaidehi river and the jungles could steel his interest. 

“Can there be anything more interesting than the thick jungles and the birds and animals that live there?. Nandu would ask this question many times to himself. Every time he would arrive at the same answer and would be proud to be near to the beautiful place he has ever seen.

The day Chintu and his mother left to his uncle’s place, Nandu happened to hear a new story from his granny. As usual, he was sitting near his granny, looking at the distal end of the long path that leads to the river and beyond. He was lost in some deep thought. He didn’t even realize that his granny had completed reading the Ramayana. When the usual question didn’t come up, granny asked him…

“Nandu..my lallu….you don’t need a story today?. She passed her fingers through the hairs on his head. 

With a deep-throated sigh, Nandu put his head on his granny’s lap. Then he asked…

“Grandma….who will look after my mother or Chintu..if they fall sick. If you were there with them, I know you will do it. You know all the medicines….but…but…now there is no one with Chintu”. While saying this his little eyes were nearly wet. Granny could sense with her frail hands the speed with which his little heart was beating. She said

“Oh..my  lallu…don’t worry about them. Your uncle is with them. Nothing will happen to your mother and Chintu. They will be happy there and would come back in a week’s time. Even if they fall sick, I will cure them in a day with the magical touch of the blue feather.

“Magical touch of blue feather? What is that grandma? I have not heard of that” Said an excited Nandu with his mind ready to blow out thousands of questions.

“Oh…haven’t I told you about the blue feather. My lallu…what do you know. …nothing about blue feather….anyway I will tell you the story behind the magic of blue feather, said the old lady.

She spat on the ground outside, the beetle nut she was chewing in her mouth. Holding tightly the walking stick and tapping gently on Nandu's forehead, she told him about the blue feather

“My lallu….have you seen the road that leads to the jungle from your school. Much ahead from there, carved out of the hard rock, is a little temple. By the side of that temple is the big banyan tree. The souls of all our forefathers are there, who left us physically many many years ago, but who do not want to leave us forever. Sometimes they take the form of bats or birds or squirrels or butterflies. They always stay on the banyan tree…but the fact is that they are all with us. When the whole world sleeps, they keep an eye on us. They care for us and they keep vigil to protect us from any evil. On everyday at midnight, there comes a bird on that banyan tree. Its body is covered with sparkling blue feathers. It would sing beautiful songs throughout the midnight. When the morning suns rays approach from the horizon, the blue bird will disappear somewhere in the jungle. While it sings, it will fell out some its blue feathers. They are magnificent and magical. If you touch the forehead of any sick person with the blue feather, he or she will be cured immediately irrespective of what disease he or she  is having. The magical spell of that feather would last only till the morning after the bird fells the feather. You know my lallu…my great grandfather was the medicine man of the village and he used to get the blue feather any day he wanted. He could cure any disease and he was the only reliable medicine man in the village at that time who could keep any deadly diseases at bay. So you do not have to worry…if your loved ones are falling sick….your granny will go and fetch the blue feather..and cure them immediately.” Granny said this with showing all her teeth reddened with stains of beetle nut.

Fore few moments Nandu was silent. Then he rose up and asked. 

“But..grandma….can just a feather cure any disease. Masterji says that we need to go to doctors if we are falling sick. He says that no magic can cure diseases”

Grandma must have got annoyed a little bit on being questioned about the authenticity of her story. But she took another effort to make her lallu understand. She said..

“ My lallu……your masterji’s words are not the final ones. Thee world is more than what the masterji  knows. There are many “why’s and where’s” which your masterji cannot answer. He doesn’t know anything about the powers of the souls that live in the banyan tree. Neither he knows about the blue feather. You know my lallu…..more than any magical power…what matters is the faith you are putting on it. You believe in the blue feather and its power..it will cure anything for you.”

That day Nandu didn’t have any dreams about the mighty sword fighter or the beautiful princess awaiting to be rescued; but his mind was all filled with a beautiful blue colored bird singing and felling feathers in the midnight.

Days passed away like falling leaves. Chintu and her mother returned from her uncle’s place. The life in the village was going as smooth as usual. Vaidehi flew calmly, cooling the banks of the village and its soil. Though his granny used to tell him many other stories as usual, the story of the blue feather was the one that really got into Nandu’s heart. He imagined in his mind, of befriending the blue bird and becoming a famous medicine man and to become the fourth knowledgeable man in the village. On everyday after returning from the school, he would glare at the winding road that leads to the rocky temple and the banyan tree. It was appearing a bit far in his sight and it was more towards the thick jungle. But he never dared to go there.

Days and nights played the games. Sun and moon ruled the sky. Nothing could stop the seasons from changing. With lighting and thunderstorms the rainy season invaded the village. Vaidehi lost her calmness. The crystal clear waters of Vaidehi turned into muddy yellow. It flew over the banks, drowning under its muddy waters the shrubs and herbs that grew on its bank. Balu hated the rainy season as the sale of pots would be very less and hence the income at home. Though Nandu liked the rainy season as it brings many unexpected holidays for the students who have only a leaking building with broken tiles on the roof as their school. He also liked the innumerable types of sounds that become audible to his ears while it rains cats and rats. But neither he nor anyone else in the village liked the diseases that rainy seasons brings with it. Fevers and food poisoning are the usual problems and the village medicine man would be pretty busy all those days. Probably he would be the only person reaping a fortune with rainy season. The wise old people would construe all these as a result of Vaidehi’s anger. This time in Nandu's house the poor old granny was the victim of Vaidehi’s ire. 

It all started with a fever and the old lady was bed stricken. First two three days she took the medicines from the medicine man of the village. She was able to talk at least. Though she was not in a position to read Ramayana or to tell any stories to her lallu.., Nandu used to sit on her coat most of the time after sunset. He would be either humming the songs praising the gods, which were taught by his granny only. He was sure that his granny would be all right in few days with the medicines. But it was not happening like that. Two days later when the old lady was not even able to speak, with her lips moving occasionally to ask for water, with her eyes opening for a short while, Balu was prepared to expect the end to her struggle at anytime. Nandu heard him talking about the seriousness of the disease with the village medicine man. 

“Balu…you know I tried whatever I know. More than that its old age. Even the best medicine will not work with old age. Last..I can try with one more medicine. If that also does not work…you better call the doctor from the town” said the medicine man. 

When the medicine man left the house, Nandu approached his father and said…

“Father …..will my granny be all right?”

“Yes..my son. She will be allright. The medicine man is trying his best. If that doesn’t work, I will call the doctor” said Balu, holding Nandu tightly to his chest.

Nandu stood there in silence for few moments, feeling better, like a little bird under the shadow of its mother. Then he asked

“Father why can’t we get the blue feather to cure our granny?”

“Blue feather?  What is that? What has it to do with your granny and her disease?” asked a surprised Balu.

“Father…granny said it’s a magical feather that falls from the blue bird on the big banyan tree. Its touch can cure any disease in the world” said Nandu with his eyes full of excitement and desire to bring that feather for his granny.

“Oh..God…this old lady could have put some better knowledge into my sons brain rather than filling it up with fantasies and myths.” Murmured Balu, who was already feeling uncomfortable with the way things were going.

“There is nothing like that my son. I will have to try with the doctor from the town. You go and have a good sleep” said Balu, reminding Nandu of the uselessness in believing the myths.

The whole world slept that day. But Nandu could not sleep. The magical touch of the blue feather was growing bigger in his mind. He decided to bring the blue feather at any cost to save his severely ill granny. Outside it was drizzling. When he looked around he could see Chintu and his father in deep sleep. On a coat on the other room his granny was sleeping and his mother was also in the same room sleeping on the ground. Even through the sound of drizzling he could hear his father snoring. He opened the front door gently and could see in the moonlight, the path leading to the school. He realized that someone inside him was asking him to go and get the blue feather from the banyan tree. But the empty roads and the darkness prevailed there scared him a bit. When the desire grew out of proportions, the courage flew in. He pulled two pillows from the beddings and covered it with the blanket over the mat on which he was sleeping. In the first look his father would see that it is Nandu who is sleeping on the mat..if he happens to wake up in between. Without making much noise he closed the door and  went outside. He started running through the empty road that lead to his school. The cold rainwater falling from the sky didn’t stop him from running. He ran and ran and ran….Never he had dared to step ahead from the school into the winding path towards the jungle. But this time he was determined. Crushing the wet leaves under his feet he ran through the road. He didn’t stop before reaching the banyan tree. When he reached there he looked at the banyan tree that rose high into the sky. It was like a giant umbrella over the rocky temple. As he stood there glaring at the tree, fear started creeping into his mind. He could feel it moving up his legs. Then he tried to cool himself by thinking that “ it is the abode of the souls of our good ancestors. They won’t hurt” Then his eyes scanned each and every branch of the tree for a blue bird. He couldn’t see any bird apart from the bats that were hanging upside down on the branches. But he was not disappointed. He was sure that his granny cannot lie. He waited for a long time under the banyan tree for the blue bird to come. When he heard the sound of a morning bird somewhere at a distance he decided to go back. The road was still lighted with moonlight only. He ran back as fast as he could.  When he came home gasping heavily after running al the way, he peeped into his room and saw to his relief his father still snoring. He wiped his feet with water from the well to make it clean and dried his body with a towel, before creeping inside the blanket over the mat. He was happy to realize that no one could know about his secret mission.

In the morning, he saw Balu going to the town to bring a doctor to attend the sick old lady. The village medicine man was also with him on his way to the town. Nandu spent most of the time near his granny’s bed. She was lying still, not even moving her lips. His mother would come to the room sometimes to see if the old lady needs any assistance. Chintu was too young to understand the seriousness of the situation. Around noontime Balu came back from the town. He was accompanied by an old man in his fifties, carrying a leather suitcase. From his appearance Nandu could understand that he is the doctor from the town. The doctor examined the old lady thoroughly and had a long discussion with Balu. He gave many instructions to Balu and his wife. Hiding behind the wooden door of the room where his granny was lying, Nandu tried to listen to their conversation. The doctor said the disease is now everywhere as it is the rainy season. The slowness of the recovery is because of the old age. He cautioned everyone to take extreme care so that this illness will not transgress into something else. Nandu was sure that if he can get the blue feather he can cure his granny faster than the doctor can do. He knew that his granny’s knowledge about all these things is much superior to anyone else. He decided to go for the feather that day also.

Since the arrival of rainy season everyone used to sleep earlier. By evening the darkness will crawl into the air, accompanied by cold. Balu had little or no work at all. His wife could manage to get some work in a jamindar’s house near the town. Chintu and Nandu would take care of their granny while their mother is away. That day night, Nandu had dinner much earlier than he used to do. He crept under the blanket immediately after dinner. He pretended that he is sleeping. But he was waiting for all other to fall asleep. He must have counted each and every second that passed. Finally when he took his head out of the blanket and looked around, there was perfect silence there. The all of a sudden the snoring noise of his father started coming up in regular interval. Nandu knew that it is the time to go. He opened the door gently. He made sure to put the pillows under the blanket before starting his mission to fetch the blue feather. He ran and ran and ran….This time he didn’t have any fear about the mysterious jungle in front of him. He gained courage on thinking about his good ancestors hanging upside down in the form of bats on the banyan tree. He stood beneath the big banyan tree near the temple and waited for the blue bird to come. Even the perfect silence that prevailed didn’t scare him. He just wanted a blue feather. After some time he saw a bird flying towards the banyan tree. His heart started beating faster. But when it came near the tree he saw in the moon light, it was an owl who just started its hunting that day. He must have waited for couple of hours more till he heard the morning bird’s cries across the horizon. Disappointed a bit he started running back to his home. No one was awake when he reached home.

In the morning, Nandu saw his mother preparing hot water and poring some medicines into that. On asking her about that Nandu was told that it is the medicine prescribed by the doctor from the town. In spite of all the medicines the old lady was still sick. She was so weak that for hours she wouldn’t open her eyes or move her lips. On looking at her body and feeling the serenity that surrounded her wrinkled face, Nandu told himself that his granny cannot be wrong. He felt in his mind that if he can go one more day to the banyan tree perhaps he may get the blue feather. He waited for the sun to disappear behind the horizon. The sky was very cloudy that day. Not even a single star was there to light the way. Occasionally the yellow sickle of moon would show through the gaps in the clouds. When it was night Nandu put the pillows under his blanket before moving out. Iit started drizzling outside as he started running.

The falling raindrops were so cold that Nandu felt like being hit by small ice balls. But he was determined to get the Blue feather. He ran through the long and winding road that lead to the temple. As he reached the banyan tree the drizzling stopped for a while. But the branches of the trees were swaying in the cold wind that swept across. He knew that somewhere nearby it’s raining heavily. Chances are there that it would bring heavy rains here too. He gained the preliminary knowledge of forecasting the weather from his granny only. Since the moonlight was not there, it was difficult for him to see the things at the treetop. But he still waited for the blue bird with sparkling blue feathers to come down. He must have waited for three hours. Then all of a sudden he saw a small bird coming towards the banyan tree. Nandu looked at the bird approaching the tree slowly. As he was looking, the bird sat down on one of the branches of the banyan tree. Through the dim light which was falling from the sky, he could see the blue colour sparkling on its body. He could feel his heart beat increasing. He waited for the blue bird to sing and fell a feather. To his surprise, the bird opened its wings and he could see couple of feathers falling down. They circled many times in the air before reaching down. He moved forward to catch the falling feathers. As it was dark, with great difficulty he could get hold of one feather. When his hands went over the wet leaves that formed a blanket on the ground he had an irritating feeling. But it didn’t bother him because he just  wanted the blue feathers. He searched again and could get two more of the feathers that fell from the blue bird. While searching for the feather on the ground he had felt something like a pinprick on his feet. He didn’t care much about that as there were many thorny plants growing near the gigantic roots of the banyan tree. He even felt his feet touching something very soft and cold. He thought that would be the muddy blanket of wet leaves only. He was excited on getting the blue feathers. He wanted to cure his granny at the earliest. He wanted to prove that his granny is the most knowledgeable person than anyone else in the world. 

When he started running back, the sky was pierced by lighting accompanied by thunderstorms. Drizzling started again and it slowly turned into heavy rains. Nandu ran as fast as possible. While he was running he felt some sort of  uneasiness creeping from his legs. He felt that his energy is leaking through his legs. He thought the rough road and the hard rain is inflicting the weakness in him. Holding the blue feathers in his closed fist, he ran as fast as his legs could support.Few minutes later he was near his house. The sound of raindrops hitting the roof of his house was louder than the snoring of Balu. Nandu was so excited to touch the forehead of his grandma with the blue feather, that he forgot even to clean his feet with water. Putting the marks of his dirty feet on the floor he entered into the room where his granny was lying. Though he was feeling terribly weak, with some sort of pain spreading from his ankles upwards restricting the movements of his muscles he moved forward and stood near the coat on his knees. He took out one of the blue feathers and touched the forehead of his granny. He touched her wrinkled eyelids and cheeks with the blue feather. He was sure that his granny words would become true. So was his confidence in his granny and her immense knowledge. 

When Nandu’s mother got up in the morning she saw Nandu lying on the ground near the old lady’s bed. The old lady was trying to move her hands and gestured to get some hot water. Nandu’s mother could hear the unclear words coming from the old lady’s mouth. She was happy on seeing the unexpected improvement in the old lady. Before answering the old lady, she tried to wake Nandu up. She said..

“Oh..lallu…please do not to sleep on the ground. You will catch a  chest infection if you do so. Get up my son”

Her words didn’t have any impact on Nandu. He didn’t get up. That made his mother suspicious, as he was a very obedient son of hers. She came towards him and tried to wake him up. On touching his body she had a shock of her life. His body was so cold that she felt like touching the frozen water. Frantically she tried to shake his body. When there was no response, she started screaming. That was enough to wake up Balu, the old lady and rest of the villagers. The old lady tried with her weak hands to get up from the bed. While she tried she saw something falling from her hair. On grabbing that with her frail hands she found it to be a feather black in colour with some blue streaks. She couldn’t believe that her lallu is lying down on the ground without waking up and all are weeping around him. 

Balu brought the village medicine man immediately. He examined the cold body of Nandu, which was put on the coat on the verandah by that time. On looking at the faint bluish colour on his legs, he got suspicious and he examined Nandu’s legs carefully. They were covered with mud and parts of crushed wet leaves.  Then he found out the two small dots on the left ankle on Nandu’s legs. He said the snake venom had already stopped the little heart from beating. Then he noticed something kept inside the closed first of the little boy. With much effort he opened the fingers and took out the two feathers Nandu kept in his closed fist. They all had the blue streaks. The medicine man said they are the  feathers of Kingfisher. Most of them are found near the jungle side of the village. Nobody could correlate how the little boy got the lethal snake bite or from where he got the feathers.

Balu had to adjust to the reality. His wife didn’t come out of the shock she had. The old lady desperately wished her lallu to come to her demanding for stories. By then she was out of her sickness. Everyone believed that the medicines of the doctor from the town worked well. But the old lady believed in her mind that the faith with which her lallu brought the blue feathers, cured her disease, even though the feathers were that of a kingfisher. 

Life in the village continued as it was before. Vaidehi flew in silence after the rainy season retreated. Balu involved himself in making more pots and looking after his family. The old lady got another listener for her stories. It was none but Chintu. The best story she liked was the one about the faith of a little boy on the magical powers of the blue feather by which he cured an ailing old lady from a prolonged disease. 
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