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A Flowering Tree

From Folktales from India : a selection of oral tales from twenty-two languages S
[bookmark: _GoBack]Selected and edited by A.K. Ramanujan.
In a certain town, the king had two daughters and a son. The older daughter was married.
In the same town, there lived an old woman with her two daughters. She did menial jobs to feed and clothe and bring up her children. When the girls reached puberty, the younger sister said one day, “Sister, I've been thinking of something. It's hard on mother to work all day for our sakes. I want to help her. I will turn myself into a flowering tree. You can take the flowers and sell them for good money.” 
Amazed, the older sister asked, “How will you turn into a flowering tree?” 
“I'll explain later. You first sweep and wash the entire house. Then take a bath, go to the well, and bring two pitchers full of water,” said the younger sister.
The older sister listened to her carefully, swept and wiped and cleaned, took a bath, and brought two pitchers of water without touching them with her fingernails.
Right in front of their house stood a tall tree. The sister swept and wiped the ground under it too. Both girls then went there, and the younger one said, “Sister, I'll sit under this tree and meditate. Then you pour the water from this pitcher all over my body. I'll turn into a flowering tree. Then you pluck as many flowers as you want, but do it without breaking a sprout or tearing a leaf. When you're done, pour the water from the other pitcher over me, and I'll become a person again.” 
The younger sister sat down and thought of the Lord. The older one poured water from the first pitcher all over her sister. At once, her sister changed into a beautiful tree that seemed to have a flower next to every leaf. The older sister plucked the flowers carefully, without hurting a stalk or sprout or leaf. After she had enough to fill a basket or two, she emptied the second pitcher of water over the tree—and the tree became a human being again, and the younger sister stood in its place. She shook the water from her hair and stood up. They both gathered the flowers in baskets and brought them home. The flowers had a wonderful fragrance. They wove them into garlands.
“Where shall I sell them?” asked the elder sister.
“Sister, why not take all of them to the king's palace? They will pay well. Mother is always doing such awful jobs for our sake. Let's pile up some money and surprise her,” said the younger one.
So the older sister took the basketful of garlands before the king's palace and hawked her wares, crying, “Flowers, flowers, who wants flowers?” 
The princess looked out and said, “Mother, Mother, the flowers smell wonderful. Buy me some”.
“All right, call the flower girl,” said the queen. They both looked at the flowers, and they were lovely. The queen asked, “How much do you want for these?” 
“We are poor people, give us whatever you wish,” said the older sister. They gave her a handful of coins and bought all the garlands.
When the older sister came home with the money, the younger one said, “Sister, Sister, don't tell mother. Hide it. Don't tell anyone.” 
They sold flowers like this for five days, and they had five handfuls of coins.
“Shall we show these to Mother?” asked one.
“No, no, she'll get angry and beat us,” said the other. The two girls were eager to make money.
One day the king's son saw the flowers. They smelled wonderful. He had never seen such flowers anywhere. “What flowers are these? Where do they grow, on what kind of tree? Who brings them to the palace?” he wondered. He watched the girl who brought the flowers; one day he followed her home to the old woman's house, but he couldn't find a single flowering tree anywhere. He was quite intrigued. On his way home he tired himself out thinking, “Where on earth do they get such flowers?” 
Early the next morning, while it was still dark, the king's son went and hid himself in the tall tree in front of the old woman's house. That day too, the girls swept and washed the space under the tree. As usual, the younger girl became the flowering tree, and after the older one had gently plucked all the flowers, the tree became the young woman again. The prince saw all this happen before his very eyes.
He came straight home, and lay on his bed, face down. His father and mother came to find out what the matter was. He didn't speak a word. The minister's son, his friend, came and asked him, “What happened? Did anyone say anything that hurt you? What do you want? You can tell me.” 
Then the prince told him, bit by bit, about the girl turning into a flowering tree. “Is that all?” asked the minister's son, and reported it all to the king. The king called the minister, and sent for the old woman. She arrived, shaking with fear. She was dressed in old clothes and stood near the door. After much persuasion, she sat down. The king calmed her, and softly asked her, “You have two girls at your place. Will you give us one?” 
This is the first part of the story.  Do you have any guesses about what will happen next?  
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