When The Fiddle Stopped

Jose Varghese

It was 5 O’clock in the morning. The express train stopped crying after getting a  relief from the long run between the cities. The signboard outside the station read  Jodhpur. I took my luggage and got out of the train. I was approached by many rickshaw drivers and I  chose an old man among them who had a whitish moustache pushed upwards. In the soil of rajpuths I was trying to find one Rajputh  who can be the true inheritor of the ancient culture, in everyone I came across. The  morning breeze made a cry as the rickshaw pierced it to make its way through the city roads. On either side of the roads, neon lamps were still lit, encouraging the city to continue its lethargic sleep. I checked into a hotel, which, a person in the hotel described as a heritage hotel. I was on a one week official visit to a client site.
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As an employee of the hotel carried my luggage in front of me while  I was following, I could hear the murmur of many birds, many varieties and  sweet noise of cascading water. Still it was too  dark to make out things. The signboard  in front of my room caught my attention at once. It read “39, The Warrior’s Room”. Oh! that was a great welcome for a person who is not a warrior in real life.

The journey was so tiring that I fell asleep immediately even without seeing the room properly. I must have slept for an hour or so. When the sound of people moving around woke me from sleep, with my half opened eyes I saw a Rajputh king sitting in  front of me, staring at me. He looked like the great Rana Pratap. I must be still dreaming, I told myself. I rubbed my eyes and pinched me on my hand to  confirm my existence in the real world. Oh! It was the old helmet of some rajput warrior, kept on the table in front of me. Then I looked the whole room carefully. I was impressed to see the helmet which must have been the property of generations of fiery rajpuths, the swords, knives, guns etc. It was all hung from different corners of the wall in the circular room. I felt that they are trying to speak to me.  Rust was taking its tool on all of them. 

The room boy knocked on the door, enquiring if I need any help. As I stepped out of my room, I saw a swing in the verandah. My memories of playing in a swing while I was a kid, terrifying my childhood girlfriend by swinging her too fast, all rushed to my mind immediately. To my surprise, the room and the environment around was not like any other hotels where I had stayed before. All of them were concrete jungles,  with matchbox like rooms into which everyone used to hide. Here the rooms were independent cottages, with a small verandah. Relics of ancient rajput culture was preserved all around. I sat on the swing with relaxed mind. I started swinging with the rhythm of the bird’s singing.

I must have slept for a while. I was awakened by the strange languages of the tourists flooding the site.  All of them in their late 50s and 60s, coming from different cultures, with different styles .  The swimming pool are was already crowded by  foreigners, most of them ladies, who wanted to get themselves burnt in the sun. I  was suddenly carried away by the sad tune of a fiddle from somewhere. It turned on some nostalgic feelings  buried deep inside me.  I saw a thin figure , wearing a typical rajasthani turban  put up with a long red gown with silver stripes running in between.  He carried  a  fiddle, which he played for every guest he passed by. I came to know that he was the guest entertainer for that hotel.  From a distance I saw him playing the fiddle with ease, giving birth to nostalgic tunes.  As he danced, the khoongroos( the ornament dancers wear on their ankles) turned on the tickling of khoongroos etched eternally in my mind.  Years before I had loved her and admired her for her classical dancing.  The smile on her face when I shook her hands on the day of  college dance festival, after she got congratulations from all,  is still vivid in my mind. I thought for a moment, is that she disguised  in a masculine satire as a fiddler. Though I realized that it was not her, I found a resemblance in the sad tune he played with her favorite song, which  she used to sing for me in our good old days.  She must be now playing with her kids, happily married to some rich man.  “Anyway life goes on”, I consoled myself with my friend’s philosophy.

Days passed like the withering leaves. I carried on with my official duties.  Tourists came in and went off in large numbers . I used to watch them everyday evening sitting in the swing. But mostly I found pleasure in watching the lone fiddler, playing sad tunes with his fiddle.  His sole job was to play the fiddle for the whole day. He used to sit  on a floor made of clay right beneath a banyan tree. Whenever someone passes through that way , he will stand up, play the fiddle and bow his head at them.  Occasionally he used to make a round in front of all the cottages  to entertain the residents.  While catching the rhythm of his dancing feet and trying to trace the source of sadness in his tunes I could see the helplessness of being just a fiddler in his  eyes, sunken deep into the dark sockets in the skinny face. I have  been watching him everyday since my arrival, playing the fiddle from morning to sunset. He gets his daily wage after a day’s work. May be the passer by foreigner will insert a banknote into his hands. For some people life comes with  their own mercy and wish, for some others it is on others mercy and wish. Life is miserable. Anyway life goes on, my colleague is right.

It was the day of holi. After continuous working for the last 5 days, I decided to take rest. I didn’t dare to go out in the hot sun. I came out to the verandah and Sat on the swing. My eyes were searching for the fiddler.  But he was not there. I remembered that he was not there yesterday also.  He must have taken vacation for two days. He is also a human being wishing to celebrate holi with his  family. My thoughts went on. Then I took a deep jump into the technical document I carried.

By evening I decided to go out. As I was waling along the disserted roads  I found him sitting on the ground near the wayside coffe shop.  Some strange feelings pulled my feet off the road.  As I walked towards the coffe shop he stood up and bowed his head as if I am a king and he is my obedient servant. I ordered for two teas.  Though he was reluctant to accept my offer of tea, I compelled him to have it with me. He spoke to me for the first time asking me “ how are you saheb?”. I gave him the usual reply with a thankful smile. When I finished the tea, as if my instincts ordered me I took a 50 Rs note and gave it to him.  The glare in his eyes was much brighter than the lights of the kings palace which stood lighted , few miles away from me.

The day came for me to check out from the hotel. As I had a knee injury, a day before for my bad luck, I was limping while walking. I saw the fiddler sitting beneath the banyan tree.  When I reached there he came forward and asked me with much respect in his voice, “what happened saheb?”. After replying, just for the sake of asking , I enquired what he did  with the money on the day of holi and why he didn’t come for two days. He said t me,” The strings of my fiddle, my life, got broken. I didn’t even have money to get it repaired. Without that I have no existence here. The money you gave me put new life to my fiddle and to me. I could buy some sweets for my little daughter. I am debted  to you. I was touched  by his words. I said,” you don’t have to feel debted to me. In this world all are in one way or other debted to someone or to many one”. He wished me a happy journey. As I moved ahead I felt that the fiddles tune has changed a bit. It was a pleasant tune this time.  so many faces passed by me,   the cafeteria cashier, the room boys, the diver, the door keeper, and the beautiful  princess of the maharaja.  But I was lost in my thoughts..

I was on my way back to the city of concrete jungles, leaving aside the  small warrior’s room, whose relics, surrounding trees and the  birds in it gave me company in my solitude, whose pure air purified my lungs, and the fiddler who rejuvenated my long lost memories and turned on the emotional scars in my mind.

Though the bed  in the train was dancing up and down with the movement of the train, my ears were still following the tune of the fiddle, tune of forgotten memories, tune of unfinished promises, tune of unfulfilled desires. A feeling of utmost satisfaction, for bringing the fiddle that stopped, back into life, captured me all over.  I forgot the pain in my knee. The medicines applied on the wound have made  the knee side of my pants wet.  I pulled the pants up to see the condition of the wounds.  To my surprise, or may be fired by my imagination,  the clotted blood had made a mark on the cotton bandage. It resembled the red turban of the fiddler.








